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Foreword

S

tark in its appearance and grand in its sweep, the
Arabian desert rolls out a carpet of contrasts as far as the
eye can see—mountains of sand, valleys scooped out by the
wind, seasonal pools of water brought to life by brief rains, dark
igneous mountains muscling above the parched soil, spindly plants
extending their roots for dozens of meters in search of moisture,
rocks blackened by millennia of blazing sun. All of these were the
changeless, sleepless companions of Lehi, Sariah, and their little party
of travelers for eight years in the wilderness. Their passing, it seems,
drew only occasional attention, and the constant eye of God.1
Against this harsh landscape, events played out that would expose
the inner characters of the travelers. The documentary Journey of
Faith, filmed on location in Arabia, as well as in Guatemala, has tried
to capture the desperate conditions that attended anyone who moved
through the Arabian Peninsula. One simple mistake or miscalculation
would lead to serious loss or death. Such constant threats in a desert
environment find voice in Lehi’s dream when he speaks of “a dark
vii

and dreary waste,” as he travels at night, and when he
discovers a lifesaving tree with fruit and a precious “river
of water,” which would offer nourishment to people
wandering in “forbidden paths” and on “strange roads”
(1 Nephi 8:7, 10, 13, 28, 32).
Why pay attention to this story? Because it became the
defining experience in the lives of that first generation and
in the memories of those who came after. So important
was this trek that, though the numbers of the travelers
were few, their story was comparable to the exodus of
the Israelites from Egypt, also a desert saga. Grasping its
significance, Nephi writes his account as a new exodus,
underlining this concept even by the passages that he
selects to quote from the prophet Isaiah.2 In his narrative
Nephi constantly draws our attention to the Israelite
exodus and its place in understanding the experience of
his own family. For example, when trying to encourage his
brothers to persist in their efforts to obtain the brass plates,
he appeals to the divine powers that Moses was allowed
to wield at the Red Sea (see 1 Nephi 4:1–3). Plainly, in
Nephi’s mind, Moses’s experience prefigured their own. In
a second instance, when Nephi undertakes the building of
his ship in response to divine instruction, he tries to dispel
his brothers’ doubts by pointing to the divine guidance
that Moses enjoyed when leading the Israelites from
Egypt (see 1 Nephi 17:23–42). Even his language borrows
language at home in the exodus story, such as the vivid
verb “to murmur.”3
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Later Book of Mormon authors reflected back on
this journey, seeing in it the proof of the Lord’s hand
in people’s lives, for reward or for punishment. For
instance, King Benjamin’s charge to his son Mosiah,
who would succeed him on the throne, highlighted the
journey as a lesson in aspects of disobedience: “as they
[the travelers] were unfaithful they did not prosper
nor progress in their journey.” In fact, growing more
specific, Benjamin noted that they “were driven back,
and . . . were smitten with famine and sore afflictions”
(Mosiah 1:17). Similarly, in Alma’s instruction to his son
Helaman, he stressed that, when Lehi’s party “forgot to
exercise their faith and diligence” during the journey,
“they tarried in the wilderness, and did not travel a
direct course, and were afflicted with hunger and thirst”
(Alma 37:41–42). Even so, Alma reminded hearers on
another occasion, his people were to “remember that our
father, Lehi, was brought out of Jerusalem by the hand of
God . . . [and] that they were all led by him through the
wilderness” (Alma 9:9). Alma clearly implies that Lehi
and his party would not have survived in the wilderness
without divine aid.
The images of the Arabian desert captured in this
volume and in the film Journey of Faith make Alma’s
description all the more vivid. The film and this book
seek to capture in word and image both the monumental
challenges that Lehi and Sariah faced in the wilderness
and the importance of this venture, which was celebrated
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

and remembered by their descendants for a thousand
years thereafter.
Naturally, this book would not have become a
reality without many cooperating hands and minds.
We offer thanks to the members of the Executive
Committee of the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious
Scholarship for their approval of the project and their
encouragement. We express our warm gratitude to the
Sorenson Legacy Foundation and its members for their
generous support in meeting the production costs of
the book. For her constant guidance and professional
assistance, Alison Coutts, who oversees publications for
the Maxwell Institute, has placed us deeply in her debt.
The skills of Jacob Rawlins, also of the Maxwell Institute,
in dealing with text and image are almost without
peer and have added to the quality of this volume in
substantial ways. We are especially grateful to Justin
Andrews and David Lisonbee who took the majority
of the superb photographs, and to Joseph Brickey and
Howard Lyon who created the captivating illustrations,
all of which contributed so much to the professional
quality and beauty of this book. To Bjorn Pendleton goes
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our admiration and thanks for his customary imaginative
work—in this case the overall design of the book.
S. Kent Brown
Peter Johnson
Provo, July 2006
Notes
1. Attempts to suggest that Lehi and his party left a discernible footprint in Arabia as they
traveled fall flat because the so-called distinctive elements turn out to be widely shared cultural
traits among Semitic peoples, including Hebrews and Arabs. For a contrary view, see Lynn M.
and Hope A. Hilton, Discovering Lehi (Springville, Utah: Cedar Fort: 1996), 77–101. Of course,
members of the party interacted with others as they traveled, as illustrated in the Lord’s words
through Lehi wherein he warns against taking multiple wives, something that someone in the
traveling party evidently was wanting to do (see Jacob 2:23–34).
2. See George S. Tate, “The Typology of the Exodus Pattern in the Book of Mormon,” in
Literature of Belief, ed. Neal A. Lambert (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1981),
245–62; S. Kent Brown, “The Exodus Pattern in the Book of Mormon,” BYU Studies 30/3 (1990):
111–26; Terrence L. Szink, “Nephi and the Exodus,” in Rediscovering the Book of Mormon, ed.
John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1991), 38–51;
Noel B. Reynolds, “The Israelite Background of Moses Typology in the Book of Mormon,” BYU
Studies 44/2 (2005): 4–23; Noel B. Reynolds, “Lehi as Moses,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies
9/2 (2000): 26–35; on Isaiah as an important source for the concepts of scattering and subsequent
gathering, as a second exodus, see Avraham Gileadi, “Isaiah—Key to the Book of Mormon,”
in Rediscovering the Book of Mormon, 199–203; Monte S. Nyman, “Isaiah: Interpretations in
Modern Scripture,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, ed. Daniel H. Ludlow (New York: Macmillan,
1992), 701–2; S. Kent Brown, From Jerusalem to Zarahemla: Literary and Historical Studies of the
Book of Mormon (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1998), 10.
3. For “murmur,” see 1 Nephi 2:11, 12; 3:5, 31; 4:4; 16:3, 20, 35, 36; 17:17, 22, 49; 2 Nephi
5:3; Exodus 15:24; 16:2, 7, 8, 9, 12; 17:3; Numbers 14:2, 27, 29, 36; 16:11, 41; 17:5, 10; Deuteronomy 1:27. This dimension was pointed out by Szink in “Nephi and the Exodus,” 39–41.
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Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land
“Tree of Life” at Wadi Sayq.

On the trail with Journey of Faith
by

s. kent brown

J

ourney of Faith? My involvement with this

documentary film was a once-in-a-lifetime
experience and stands as one of the high points in my
academic career. But it did not occur in cool isolation
from other events and influences, including the creation
of another film, Golden Road, which provided a historical
frame for the story of Lehi and Sariah.
Folktales regularly recount events in sets of
three—either three adventures, three mishaps, or three
personalities. We immediately think of the stories of
Goldilocks and the Three Bears, or the Three Little Pigs
and the Big Bad Wolf. My story of involvement with
Journey of Faith seems almost a folktale in hindsight, but
it consists of three important incidents, plus one, making
a fourth and expanding the rule.
Kent Brown sitting at the Pool of Siloam in Jerusalem, a place that Sariah likely visited
on a regular basis to retrieve water for her family.

On the Trail with Journey of Faith

Gary Baird, Kent Brown, and Revell Phillips with
H.E Abdullah Bin Shwain Al Hosni, the undersecretary of the Ministry of Information, Sultanate
of Oman.

The first scene took place at the BYU Center in
Jerusalem in April 1996. My friend, the late Charles E.
Smith of Simon and Schuster Publishers, came to my
office and brought a close associate, Mr. Emanuel
Hausman, who was the president of Carta, the publisher
of the most important atlases and maps of the Bible.
During our conversation, unexpectedly, Mr. Hausman
said, “I think that you ought to write an atlas of the
Book of Mormon. I have read the Book of Mormon
and believe that it is possible to create a series of maps
for it. Carta would be willing to publish such an atlas.”
I tried to hide my surprise. The thought darted quickly
through my mind: “You just heard the publisher of the
most distinguished series of atlases on the Bible say that
he would be willing to work on an atlas of the Book of
Mormon. Unbelievable.”
While the idea of a Book of Mormon atlas
eventually grew into a different project, it spurred John
Sorenson and me to begin an effort to drape the Book
of Mormon with fabrics of historical color and texture
that placed events within known contexts in the Old
World and the New. Because of my background in
biblical studies, I took the assignment to write about
Lehi and Sariah in Arabia. A simple task, I thought. Just
place their party within what is known about Jerusalem
and its environs during the late seventh century bc
and, presto! my contribution to our joint effort would
be largely complete. But as I should have learned long

A view of the Dome of the Rock and the Dormition Abbey from the auditorium of the BYU
Jerusalem Center.
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beforehand, when one begins to press ancient evidence
for clarity, it goes soft.
I began winsomely to write about Lehi and Sariah
and Arabia and their journey. Gaps, gaps, there were gaps
everywhere. Mostly, the gaps were in my mind, in my
grasp of ancient Arabia, in my understanding of its rich
history and traditions. I had read nothing about Arabian
archaeology and about attempts to reconstruct ancient
Arabia’s past. So for two years most of my reading had to
do with the fascinating world of Arabia, that mysterious
peninsula of sand and burnt rock where for millennia
people had eked out a living from their herds of goats
and camels. Gradually, slowly, and with the help of a
growing number of
studies by people
who had spent time
in Arabia, including a
few Latter-day Saints,
the world of Lehi and
Sariah began to come
into focus.
This focus received
an unforeseen bump
in the second scene,
a visit from Noel
Kent Brown stands near mile
markers on the Incense Trail as it
passes through Maktesh Ramon
in southern Israel.

Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

Reynolds at the beginning of the Christmas break in
1997. A few years before, Brother Reynolds had spent
time in southern Oman looking at the possibility of
archaeological field work in places like Wadi Sayq
because of the high likelihood that the Dhofar region was
Lehi’s Bountiful. It was the only locale that fits Nephi’s
botanical description of a place with “much fruit and
also wild honey” and “timbers.” Noel did not think that
he was the person to pursue such efforts, but he believed
that I would be because of my experience in the Middle
East and my burgeoning interest in the trek of Lehi and
Sariah. In our conversation he urged me to take up the
task of serious field work in Oman because, he pointed
out, it would potentially shed important light on the
world into which Lehi and Sariah emerged when they
and their party walked out of the desert.
The third scene unfolded in southern Oman in
February 1998. As a result of my conversation with
Noel Reynolds, I began to wonder how to buttress my
interest in Lehi and Sariah within a suitable academic
framework. My studies had led me to the incense trail
again and again. This remarkable economic highway had
flourished for more than a thousand years, beginning
long before Lehi’s time. Its traders had carried the
aromatics frankincense and myrrh, as well as goods
from as far east as China, along its corridor that
ran north into the Mediterranean region, with final
destinations in Egypt, Rome, Damascus, and Jerusalem.
On the Trail with Journey of Faith

The incense trail framed the big picture into which
the smaller story of Lehi and Sariah fit. It had become
evident to me that Lehi and Sariah were following or
shadowing the incense trail as they came first south
and then east, the exact opposite directions of the large
camel caravans that plied their trade.

Looking eastward across the mouth of Wadi Sayq
in southern Oman.
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Creating “a suitable academic framework,” I
determined, meant traveling to southern Oman where
the incense trail begins and, serendipitously, Lehi’s
trail ends. But a mere visit would not do. There had
to be a broad research purpose enriched by skills and
perspectives that I did not possess. I had to take others
with me. My first call was to my friend Arnold Green,
a Middle East historian who had spent many years
in the Middle East, including a year in Yemen as a
Fulbright Fellow. I then contacted a botanist, Terry Ball;
a geologist, Revell Phillips; and an archaeologist, David
Johnson. Not insignificantly, each of them had lived and
worked in the Middle East.
In February 1998 we arrived in Oman, where Rod
and Rosalea McIntire opened door after door for us. They
were long-time residents of Muscat and had called people
in the relevant government ministries and at Sultan
Qaboos University. Rod swept us from appointment to
appointment through most the first day, racing to meet
our flight time to Salalah. Their efforts and time spent on
our behalf were truly gifts to us. By the end of that day,
we were equipped with important contacts for further
cooperative work, a prized ingredient for gaining a
clearer grasp of the region and its associated incense trail
which, happily, had played host to Lehi and Sariah.
With contacts in hand, thanks to the McIntires,
we flew to Salalah. Our days in the Dhofar region were
to sharpen our views about what we could pursue in a

The ﬁrst trip to Oman; at the Shisur watering
hole.
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David J. Johnson and Rosalea McIntire, Wadi Sayq, Oman.

research vein. We were far less interested in “proving”
anything concerning the Book of Mormon than in
pursuing field work that would contribute to ongoing
study of the area and, perhaps, on the side, might shed
light on Nephi’s story. Hence, our visits included a
museum, potential and active archaeological sites, varied
ecological regions, and areas that exhibited unusual
geological characteristics. A day after we arrived, Rosalea
McIntire joined us. By midweek, she said that she knew
we were serious researchers when she saw David Johnson
photograph a bone tool and then leave it in place, not
putting it into his pocket.
We came away from Dhofar with clear projects in
mind. While botanical studies had been published, no
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

one had yet collected the unique tropical vegetation and
stored it in herbariums where it could be studied. Two
important coastal ruins at Khor Mughsayl and Wadi
Sayq beckoned archaeologists to study their role in the
ancient economic network that is known to have carried
goods along the seashore. Further, fifty miles to the east
of Salalah, a basement-rock complex buckles to the
surface of the earth, interrupting the limestone structure
of the mountain range and offering possible veins of
semiprecious stones and exploitable minerals. Clearly,
fieldwork was called for.
The fourth incident occurred twenty months later in
the FARMS office of Daniel Oswald, then the executive
director of the Foundation. Arriving at a meeting, I met
Peter Johnson and Steve DeVore. Daniel Oswald and John
Sorenson were also present. Peter and Steve had come to
FARMS seeking an academic home for a documentary
film that they hoped to make on the journey of Lehi
and Sariah. They thought that associating the film with
FARMS would give them credibility when creating the
film, as well as be favorable to potential donors. They were
looking for an academic consultant who could guide them
in what they portrayed in film and how they portrayed it.
They wanted the film to be as accurate as possible when
measured against what is known about ancient Arabia.
Dan was fully aware of my interest in Arabia and wanted
to include me in the conversation. It was an easy step to
say yes to an invitation to become involved.
On the Trail with Journey of Faith

It was difficult, however, to see how we could film on
site in Arabia, especially for a documentary that carries
a faith component. Then it occurred to me that the Lehi
film should be subsumed within a visual, academic
presentation of the incense trail. Before that moment,

Mughsayl headland, southern Oman.
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I had never considered a documentary on the incense
trail, but it was natural, even imperative, that such a film
be made. Besides, I would be working with a first-rate
filming team, a circumstance that guaranteed success.
Moreover, a sister organization of FARMS had begun to

It occurred to me that the Lehi film should be subsumed within a visual,
academic presentation of the incense trail. Before that moment,
I had never considered a documentary on the incense trail, but it
was natural, even imperative that such a film be made.

publish important Middle Eastern documents that had
never appeared in a Western language. In a real sense,
with this series of documents, and with other programs,
the University had flown the flag of serious interest in the
Middle East. A first-rate documentary film on the incense
trail would be a natural addition. The proposed film on
Lehi and Sariah would therefore fit cozily as a component
inside the bigger story of the Arabian incense trade.
The First Filming Trip
My assignment, as I saw it, was to find a way to film
in Oman, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia, the modern countries

6

through which the ancient incense route had run. Each of
these countries would require a permit to film.
Though Saudi Arabia was in the process of loosening
its restrictions on foreign travelers, the reins were still
tight. I knew of faith-driven Americans who, under false
pretenses, had gotten into trouble with the government
by filming illegally in restricted areas of northwestern
Saudi Arabia. That sort of track record would keep doors
closed for us, even though I was in correspondence with
the economic adviser to the US ambassador in Saudi
Arabia. The path into the country was a dead end.
It occurred to me that we could apply for visas to go
to Yemen and, when in the country, obtain the needed
permit to film. So I obtained the needed permissions
from the Church and University for a filming team to
go to Yemen. Then, literally on the eve of buying our
airplane tickets, we received news that the USS Cole had
been attacked in the Aden harbor. It was immediately
clear that we would not be going to Yemen. Our plans
were shelved. But an unexpected door opened.
David Johnson, who had excavated in Yemen
with the American Foundation for the Study of Man,
informed me that one of his Yemeni colleagues on the
dig was in Chicago at the Oriental Institute and might be
willing to come to BYU to give a lecture. David did not
know how to reach his friend, but gave me the telephone
number of the director of the American Foundation,
Mrs. Merilyn Phillips Hodgson. As matters would turn
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

Interviewing Dr. Abdu Ghaleb Othman at the south pier of the Marib Dam, Yemen.

On the Trail with Journey of Faith

out, she graciously turned a key for us to film in Yemen.
For in one telephone call she led me not only to David’s
colleague, Dr. Abdu Ghaleb Othman, but also to another
close friend, Dr. Yusuf Abdullah, the director of Yemen’s
General Organization of Antiquities, Manuscripts, and
Museums.
Dr. Othman, a professor of
archaeology at the University of
Sana"a, was on sabbatical at the
Oriental Institute of the University of
Chicago. Educated at the University
of Pennsylvania, he has been a leading
light among Yemeni archaeologists who
have sought to recover the story of their
nation’s people. He kindly accepted
my invitation to lecture at BYU on his
work at the spectacular Mahram Bilqis
temple in Marib, the ancient capital of
the Sabaean kingdom. While he was in
Provo, Peter, Steve, and I sat with him
and made plans to film in Yemen. He was invaluable in
his precise suggestions about where we needed to film
in order to tell the story of the incense road and how
we should reach those locales. It became clear that his
aid would make our filming far more exacting than
we could have imagined a few months before. He also
agreed to assist us in making needed arrangements in
the country, including with desert tribesmen who would

Dr. Othman sits on a grave site in the tribal area
of Nihm/NHM in Yemen.
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guarantee our safety. We
were aware that local tribes
have kidnapped foreigners
in order to win concessions
from the central government.
We were not interested in
spending time as prisoners
nor in becoming the subject
of news stories. Little did we
know that while we were in
Yemen the biggest story of
our time would unfold in
horrifying hues in New York
City and Washington DC.
Our crew of seven, soon to be joined by three
others, boarded a plane on Saturday, September 8, 2001,
and arrived in Sana"a soon after midnight, Monday,
September 10, following a long stopover in Amman,
Jordan. Arnold Green, then the director of the BYU
Jerusalem Center, joined us in Amman. Abdu and Brent
Hall met us in Sana"a.
As one might expect, arriving in a foreign airport with
twenty large cases of equipment creates a stir. Fortunately,
Brent had gone ahead of our team and, with Abdu’s
guidance, had lined up porters and vehicles to carry our
equipment out of the airport without delays. I recall how
dark the city seemed as we approached. As often, streetlights
in the cities of Third World countries burn dimly.

Above: Arnold Green and Brian Wilcox about to
ﬁlm at the temple of Bar an, Marib.
Right: A human skeleton, enclosed in a leather
pouch, lies in the museum of the University of
Sana"a. It was excavated by Dr. Abdu Ghaleb
Othman..

8

That first day, Monday, presented us with two filming
“gifts.” The first consisted of the unparalleled opportunity
to film at the museum on the campus of the University of
Sana"a. It was the recovered burials, lying in glass cases,
that drew us to the building. The footage would illustrate
the unusual ancient custom of burying the dead in large
leather pouches. Such pouches are also known from the
region of Jordan where nomadic herdsmen would carry
the dead back to ancestral burial grounds in leather bags
or clay coffins.
The second gift occurred in the company of Dr. Yusuf
Abdullah, the director of the General Organization of
Antiquities. Peter refused to film Dr. Abdullah in his
office. “It is too dull,” said Peter while we all stared at

Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

the grayish-green paint in the sitting room. So off we
went to the national museum in Sana"a, confidently
anticipating a more appropriate setting. While waiting
for an opportunity to set up our camera in the entry of
the museum, Dr. Abdullah showed Peter and me some of
the renovation efforts. It happened that a crew of stone
masons was cutting and shaping stones for a new wall.
We were able to film their work and later fold a set of clips
into the description of the name Nahom which, in the old
South Arabian language, refers to cut or dressed stones.
Our arrival at the gate of the old city with a big
camera late in the day caused a sensation. As soon as
Brian Wilcox and his associates set the camera on its
tripod and mounted it on a donkey cart, hundreds surged
toward the camera, curious to see what the light-skinned
foreigners were doing. It was a good fifteen minutes
before the crowd thinned enough to allow us to roll the
donkey cart inside the old city walls. As we suspected, the
market just inside the gate held an abundance of the raw
ingredients for the incense trail film: frankincense and
myrrh and other aromatics native to Arabia.
As one might expect, a few young people who wanted
to try out their English skills, and possibly to earn extra
cash, became our “buddies” as we moved through the
town’s narrow streets. In an important way, one of them
pointed out features of the market that were important for
our filming. He became another “gift” in our efforts.
On the Trail with “Journey of Faith”

Above: Sunrise over the ruins of medieval Marib.
Left: Stonecutters at Marib.
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The next morning, on September 11, the living
drama of what we were doing bore into my mind during
our drive from Sana"a to Marib. Our military escort did
not come at dawn as promised. We then learned that the
soldiers would meet us outside the capital city. So we
climbed into our four 4-wheel drive vehicles, equipment
and all, and rolled northward through the high mountain
valley, soon swinging eastward toward Marib and the
lower desert. At a checkpoint, we found our escort, which
consisted of a number of soldiers, some of whom joined
us in our vehicles and some
of whom rode in a Toyota
truck equipped with a large,
mounted machine gun. Their
appearance, with automatic
weapons in hand, reminded
us of the sometimes deadly
complexities of life that these
people face on an almost
daily basis.
Abdu offered an
almost endless stream of
information as we drove
through the hilly countryside,
patiently describing the
endless orchards of kat trees
whose leaves, when chewed, surrender a mild, addictive
narcotic into the mouth.

Yemeni soldiers. These men and the machine
gun mounted in the back of the truck provided
protection to the ﬁlm crew through the early part
of the journey.
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The most important person in the van was Peter
because he was constantly on the lookout for places to
film. Abdu mentioned that in 1994 he had excavated
some burial caves near the road, not far from Sana"a,
and Peter, as is his custom, insisted that we stop to look.
It turned out to be a promising site to film. So with the
soldiers hovering nearby, Brian Wilcox, Kelly Mecham,
and Justin Andrew set up the camera for work. This
stop was also a “gift,” for it connected in a distant way
to the story of the burial of Ishmael. In fact, we had just
filmed the human remains taken out of these caves at the
University of Sana"a museum.
In January 2001, during our initial conversations,
Abdu had become aware of our interest in the
Nahom/Nihm tribal region. When we reached an
overlook above the valley of Nihm, we stopped again.
Mountains rose above small green fields nestled in
a high desert valley. “So this is the area of Nahom,” I
thought to myself. I could see that the terrain fell off
to the north toward the Wadi Jawf, the widest drainage
basin in western Yemen. The region in that direction
was fully tribal, with little government influence.
The importance of where we were standing was that
the name Nahom was at least as old as Lehi and
Sariah, as demonstrated by its appearance in Nephi’s
narrative (see 1 Nephi 16:34) and on three votive altars
discovered among the ruins of the ancient temple of
Bar an on the outskirts of Marib.
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

One of the burial mounds in the Nahom territory.

On the Trail with Journey of Faith
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Our stops became more
frequent because we were in the
Nahom territory. To me it was
breathtaking to envision what
Lehi and Sariah might have seen
and experienced. One of the most
important pieces to film was the
burial mounds. They consisted
of mounds of stones piled atop a
small chamber formed of stone
slabs. There are thousands of
these burial mounds scattered
across an extensive rocky plateau
unusable for agriculture. Naturally,
no one can know where Ishmael may have been buried,
but the type of structure that we were filming offers one
possibility, as did the caves that we had seen earlier that
morning. To film burials discovered by Abdu was also a
“gift” because it is likely that the party of Lehi and Sariah
buried Ishmael in a place that was readily accessible
and inexpensive, such as in a cave or under a mound of
stones, away from shrines or temples where many, more
expensive burials are found.
We finally reached a major junction in the highway.
Here a road ran north to Ma"in, the site of the ancient
capital of the Minaean civilization of traders. When we
stopped at the checkpoint, an argument broke out over
compensation for the soldiers. In the end, the soldiers

Abdu Othman at the cave area between Sana"a
and Nahom.
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quit our small caravan of vehicles, leaving us to drive
the final eighty or so kilometers to Marib on our own.
Driving without an escort was a risk that became clear
when, as we crested a hill, Abdu casually mentioned that
at the bottom of the hill a local tribe would occasionally
park some of its trucks across the road and stop traffic,
looking for money or other goods of value. He also
pointed out a place in the mountains to our south where
a tribe was currently holding a German hostage for
concessions from the central government.
With no small relief, we pulled into the parking lot
of our hotel in Marib about four o’clock in the afternoon.
We quickly took our luggage to our rooms and then
drove to the Mahram Bilqis temple, said to have been
built by the famous queen of Sheba. Abdu and Mrs.
Hodgson had arranged for our filming crew to be let
inside the protecting fence. This too was a “gift” that
allowed us to get close-up shots of the monument and
its famous inscriptions. The biggest surprise hit us when
we arrived back at the hotel. As we walked into the lobby,
someone behind the desk shouted, “A plane has hit the
White House.” While the information was wrong, the
seriousness of the news was accurate. We all ran to our
rooms and, in stunned silence, watched on CNN the
unfolding events in New York City and Washington DC,
cities which were nine time zones away.
After dinner, we met together in one of our rooms
to decide our next steps. I brought Arnie to the meeting,
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even though he had taken a sleeping aid, because I
believed he would be the coolest head in our discussion.
He was. A couple of our team members thought that
we should simply cut our filming efforts and return
immediately to the capital city to wait for the next flight
out of the country. Others believed that we had a day or
two for filming before we needed to make a decision.
Someone pointed out that there were few international
flights out of Sana"a. Brent Hall had called the American
Embassy, and the officer recommended that we lie low
for the time being. In the end, we decided to continue
filming because we were going into the sand dunes the
next day and would be largely invisible to unfriendly
eyes. It turned out to be the right decision.
The next morning we were moving before sunrise,
heading eastward toward Shabwah, the ancient capital
of the Qatabanian kingdom, which lay on the other
side of the Ramlat as-Sab"atayn desert, a patch of high
dunes almost 200 miles wide. Gratefully, our drivers and
Bedouin guides did not object to the early departure.
Peter and Brian wanted to shoot the rising sun over the
desert. The low sun would also create important shadows
to show the contours of the dunes.
When we turned off the paved road and headed
south into the dunes, our drivers stopped to reduce
air pressure in their tires to sixteen pounds per square
inch, virtually flattening the tires so that they would
gain more traction in the sands. It was a clever trick that
On the Trail with Journey of Faith

Peter Johnson and Brian Wilcox look for the
perfect photograph.

Letting the air out of the tires before going into
the Ramlat as-Sab"atayn desert.
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explorers had learned long ago. Now it was the Bedouin
guides’ turn to show their stuff. They roared away in their
small Toyota truck. The rest of us eagerly followed them
into the undulating sands. The next few hours became an
unforgettable part of our trip.
After an hour or so we stopped to film some of
the high dunes. The drivers all parked the vehicles in a
line on the crest of a dune, opened their hoods, and let
their engines cool in the warming day. As far as the eye
could see, there were hills of sand pushing 300 feet up
into the dry, clean air. Except for an occasional scrubby
plant, no vegetation grew. It was apparent why no
caravans ventured into this region—no water, no fodder,
no protection, no relief from heat, no respite from an
endless struggle against the unstable, fickle sands.
My mind went to people who may have tried to
cross this part of the desert. Might Lehi and Sariah have
attempted a crossing, traveling with infants, facing at
least a week between the last well in the Wadi Jawf, or at
Marib, and the closest water still at a distance? I could
not imagine them taking such a risk unless their compass
led them into such unlikely terrain.
Early in the afternoon we drove into the remains
of Shabwah, the main gathering center for aromatics
harvested anciently in southern Arabia. Everything
that came by overland caravan from the east reached
Shabwah; all goods shipped by sea from Oman and
points eastward came northward from the seaport of

The rolling dunes of the Empty Quarter,
western Oman.
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Modern mud-brick structures rise from ancient
foundations at Shabwah, Yemen.
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The medieval skyscraper city of Shibam, standing
at the beginning of Wadi Hadramaut, now on the
UNESCO list of World Heritage sites.
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Qana (modern Bīr Ali) to Shabwah; by law, all roads led
to the grand city of Shabwah. Now, only a few families
live in rebuilt buildings; now, only remnants remain
of a dazzling past; now, only crumbling foundations
of temples and impressive structures stand as mute
witnesses to civilized ages gone by. In reality, it was the
last civilized spot where Lehi and Sariah could stop on
their eastward journey, the last green area before entering
a vast, dry, uncharted territory ruled by unruly tribes.
Darkness overtook us as we were escaping the
last of the dunes before the paved road to Shibam, the
Manhattan of the desert. This medieval city, constructed
of mud brick skyscrapers and inhabited by perhaps 5,000
people, is currently under the protection of UNESCO
as a World Heritage site. As we approached the city,
floodlights gave it the appearance of floating above the
surface of the ground. I immediately thought of Lehi’s
dream and the spacious building that “stood as it were
in the air, high above the earth” (1 Nephi 8:26). Even
without floodlights, lights inside the buildings at night
give a person standing outside the sense that they are
poised high in the air.
When we reached our hotel in Say'un, a few miles
beyond Shibam, we were greeted by telephone calls from
representatives of the LDS Motion Picture Studio and the
University saying that we needed to return to the United
States as soon as possible. Officials judged that we were
in potential danger as long as we remained in the Middle
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East, perhaps becoming a target. We said that we were
willing to return if it were possible to find a flight out of
Sana"a. Those on the other end of the line said that they
would try their best to adjust air travel arrangements
before our scheduled departure early Sunday morning,
three days hence. They did not succeed.
In the late morning of the following
day, Thursday, September 13, as we
were filming at a bluff that marked the
beginning of the Wadi Hadramaut, the
longest valley in Arabia that sweeps east
and then south in a long arc to the sea,
Steve DeVore asked me if I thought that
Lehi and Sariah had seen this terrain.
I responded that they must have seen
this very bluff, whether they intended
to climb onto the Mahrat Plateau or to
bend their trek northward toward Al"Abr before entering the corridor that
runs between the sands of the Empty
Quarter and the fractured tableland of
the plateau.
Before returning to Sana"a on Saturday, September
15, we went to the temple of Bar an, which lies outside
the modern town of Marib. It was here that a German
archaeological team uncovered three seventh-century
votive altars that mention the donor’s tribe, that of Nihm,
which comes into Nephi’s narrative as Nahom. When I

Steve DeVore, Peter Johnson, and Kent Brown
look over the valley of Nihm which spreads below
to the east.
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stumbled upon the first of the altars pictured in an exhibit
catalogue from France, I was stunned and thrilled, to
say the least. Following my publication of that altar in
the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies, David Johnson
of BYU’s Anthropology Department saw the second
altar at the Bar an temple while in Marib with a team of
archaeologists working at the temple of Mahram Bilqis.
We later learned of the third altar which, with the other

Kent Brown with one of the three votive altars
that records the tribal name NHM; the ﬁrst two
letters appear on the far left in the sunlight, the
last is in the shade.
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two, made the case airtight for the first archaeological
confirmation of the Book of Mormon narrative.
During the drive back to Sana"a, we stopped to film
at the top of a long incline that leads from the floor of
the desert to the mountain valleys that connect to the
capital city. Abdu told us that this corridor was called
in Arabic “the ascent of Nihm” and that it lay within the
Nihm tribal area. It became apparent to all that this tribe
had given its name to a large geographical area which
embraced high valleys and low desert.
Back in Sana"a, one of our challenges was to ship the
exposed film to Provo. We decided not to take it with
our bags because it would surely be subject to x-ray.
But even shipping the film with certification did not
guarantee that authorities in New York City would not
x-ray it because it would be arriving from Yemen. And
with the United States in a state of virtual panic because
of events on September 11, the chance was high that the
film would undergo some sort of electronic scan. But we
had to take that chance. Alas, as we feared, authorities
in New York City saturated the film with x-rays. All of
the film reached Provo, but much had suffered damage,
some parts severely and other parts minimally. Upon
review of the film, it seemed that there was a divine hand
protecting the most important portions of the film from
acute damage, namely the on-site interviews.
On our way back from Yemen we had planned to stop
in Jordan to film at sites in the south of the country, Petra,
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Aqaba and Wadi Rum, all of which tie to the incense trail.
Besides, Lehi’s party must have passed the area of Aqaba
on the way south. But by this point BYU officials were
understandably adamant that we return directly home.
From the Amman airport I called the man who had made
our Jordan arrangements, Ziad Dakkak, and told him
the expected news. He expressed his sincere sympathy
for what had happened five days earlier in New York and
Washington and wished us well on our return trip.
It was eerie to be on one of the first flights into
LaGuardia airport after it had opened to air traffic. As
we approached from London, we could see through the
floodlights the pall of smoke that hung across lower
Manhattan where the Trade Towers had stood. The next
morning we flew a similar route when leaving and, in the
morning light, saw the enveloping smoky cloud. We all
felt sobered.
The Second Filming Trip
Three years passed before we returned to the Middle
East to finish the on-site filming. The time of year was
dictated by the need to go to Oman in September at the end
of the monsoon rainy season when the vegetation was at
its brightest. We wanted to show off the beauty of Oman in
the two films. When the authorities in the Oman Ministry
of Information gave approval for our filming effort, little
did we anticipate the wonderfully warm welcome and
cooperation that we would receive. Working through
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Mr. Ali Albulushi at the Oman Embassy in Washington
DC, and with the support of the Oman Ambassador, H.E
Mohammed Ali Alkusaiby, the team departed Thursday,
September 16, 2004, for Oman, Jordan, and Israel. Events
could not have gone any better than they did.
Long international flights always take a toll on
travelers. By the time we reached Oman after two days
on a plane, we felt tired and were looking forward to a
night’s sleep. But our spirits perked up when we were
met by Ministry officials who graciously escorted us
to our waiting vehicles and then to our hotel. It was an
auspicious beginning to a productive filming trip and
showed to me once again the refined hospitable spirit
that people in the Middle East possess.
In Oman, our chief
objectives were four. We
needed to film desert
scenes, incense trees, lush
vegetation, and a boat under
construction. People there,
including especially H.E.
Abdullah Aqeel Ibrahim, the
Advisor to the Minister of
State and Governor of Dhofar,
had been making needed
arrangements so that we
could meet our goals. Their
efforts truly were gifts to us.

Members of the ﬁlming team in Oman with H.E
Abdullah Bin Shwain Al Hosni, the undersecretary of the Ministry of Information; from left,
Travis Hall, Revell Phillips, Peter Johnson, the
undersecretary, Kent Brown, Gary Baird, and
David Lisonbee.
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On our first day, in Muscat, the undersecretary in
the Ministry of Information, H.E. Sheikh Abdullah Bin
Shwain Al Hosni, graciously received us. In his office we
took note of a satellite photograph of Oman wherein a
green band of vegetation stood out in southern Oman
from the rest of the sand-colored terrain. We knew that
it was the right time of year to capture on film the best of
that greenery. In less than twenty-four hours we were in
Wadi Sayq, a valley that runs down to the seacoast where
there is no modern development and the eye of a camera
can roam freely across the lush tropical landscape.
H.E Abdullah Aqeel had already made contacts for
us at the seaside town of Dhalqut to transport our team
and equipment to Wadi Sayq in boats. Naturally, when
we reached the town, the boat owners told us that the
surf was high and that it would be very difficult to land
the boats on the beach. It was all part of the negotiating
game over the price for the sailors’ service. After some
hard bargaining, mostly on the sailors’ side, we left the
dock, landed on the beach, and began our day of filming
surrounded by the warm paradise of a tropical forest.
The sea of flowers beckoned to the camera as an endless
source of bee pollen, visually pointing to Nephi’s note
about “wild honey”; the pocked limestone cliffs where
bees stored their honey, safely out of human reach,
invited the camera’s eye; the forest of palms and other
trees marched down to the water’s edge and drew our
minds to boat building and repairing for the purposes of
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shipping incense along the coast, and of Nephi preparing
an oceangoing vessel.
When we arrived back at Dhalqut, Brian Wilcox
and Justin Andrews drove hard from the seashore to the
tops of the coastal mountains to catch the fading light
of day across the seemingly endless, rolling mountain

Above: Bees store honey in the seaside caves
that pock the limestone cliffs of southern Oman.
Opposite page: This NASA satellite image of the
Arabian Peninsula distinctly shows the contrasting green of the southern coastal region of Oman,
which is a strong candidate for Nephi’s Bountiful.
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tops. I had learned that photographers try to stock their
photographic cupboard with scenes that will appeal to
viewers. That means long hours, filming at dawn and at
sunset. On this day, when the sky finally went dark, we
were still an hour and a half from our hotel and dinner.
The next day consisted of incense trees, the dry
desert, and dunes. Abdullah Aqeel had arranged for us
to meet an incense expert, by the name of Musallam
Abdullah Al-Massali Al-Kathiri, west of Salalah where
a number of frankincense trees were growing in a
dry stream bed. He is an army officer and a pleasant
gentleman. He not only showed us techniques of
harvesting frankincense by scarring the bark of the trees,
but he also sang a song that he had learned as a youth
when working in the trees. We caught it all on camera.
Driving north brought us to the edge of the
vegetation. It is here that the frankincense trees flourish.
With the arrangement of the Ministry, we met a group of
camel herders and another incense expert. They filled the
camera lens with unforgettable images of camels on the
move and of harvesting incense with chant and song.
The last stop of the day, a hundred miles north of
Salalah, was at Shisur and its sandy environs. Shisur
is a famous watering hole that has slaked the thirsts of
countless caravan trains through the centuries. Modern
pumps now carry water to surrounding fields that
remain green in the midst of desert brown. Explorer and
archaeologist Wendell Phillips once stood here and asked

Incense trees in a dry streambed west of
Salalah, Oman.
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a Bedouin guide how far a person had to travel westward
to the next water. Eight days was the reply. The water at
Shisur would have been a lifesaver for anyone coming
from that direction.
Shisur also was the scene of another incredible event.
Looking for a restroom, I walked into an enclosure that
serves as an outdoor café at the site. The proprietor
graciously offered coffee, then tea, which I declined.
At that point, on the edge of the Empty Quarter and
eleven time zones east of Provo, Utah, one of our
guides from the Ministry, Abdullah Rawas, asked the
unaskable question, “Are you a Mormon?” We had
learned when we first met him that Abdullah was a
graduate of the University of Arkansas. But we did not
know that he had lived with a Mormon family for three
of his undergraduate years. Strange coincidence? I think
not. His determination to help us meet our schedule
thereafter increased, if that were possible, forming
another gift.
Again, we came back to the hotel very late. Why?
Because we lingered in the dunes to film the sunset and
dying light of the day. I was beginning to appreciate the
fellows who were serving as guides from the Ministry of
Information. They were willing to keep our long hours. It
would be the same the next day when we went to film at
one of two sources of iron ore along the Oman coast.
BYU geologists had stumbled onto iron ore several
years before when they were working as a part of our
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

Sunset over the dunes of the Empty Quarter,
southern Oman.
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Khor Rori inlet bay, now cut off by a sandbar; the
ruins are those of ancient Sumhuram, a colony
settled from the Hadramaut area of Yemen in the
late ﬁrst millennium BC.

Khor Rori is an
attractive possibility for
building Nephi’s ship
because of the deep lagoon
where a person could
learn to maneuver a small
ship out of the heavy
monsoon surf.

academic effort to learn more about the region. We all
knew about the copper mines in northern Oman that
had yielded ore for millennia. But no metallic ores had
been documented for the south. Their discovery of
substantial intrusions of iron ore into the surface rock,
more or less at either end of the lush maritime plain that
runs along that part of the Arabian coastline, meant that
they had solved the question about the kind of ore that
Nephi extracted for making tools.
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We stopped at Khor Rori, ancient Sumhuram, one
of the proposed candidates for the spot where Nephi
constructed his ship, an archaeological site that my four
colleagues and I had visited in 1998. On that occasion
we had met members of the Italian and Russian team of
excavators. Revell Phillips, our geologist, had made some
observations that surprised them, mainly because they
paid little attention to rocks at the site that had obviously
been brought from far away, items that Revell’s keen
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eye had noticed. Khor Rori is an attractive possibility
for building Nephi’s ship because of the deep lagoon
where a person could learn to maneuver a small ship out
of the heavy monsoon surf. All candidates for Nephi’s
shipbuilding activity—there are about a dozen inlet bays
along Oman’s south coast that could have served Nephi’s
perceived need for calm water near the construction
zone—suffer from the same malady: lack of evidence that
a party of Israelites had ever been in the area.
To find the iron ore was the next trick. Revell Phillips
had not actually visited the spot. He was carrying a
description and rough map from Jeffrey Keith, who was
one of the party to make the discovery. He thus knew the
range of low hills where we had to look, just to the west
of the town of Mirbat. After scouring the landscape for
forty-five minutes, we found the vein of iron ore. It was a
thrill to think that Nephi might have come to this place as
a first step in the process of building an oceangoing ship.
Our next stop was to meet another frankincense
expert, but in a completely different setting. The
frankincense trees that we had seen so far all grew in
semidry, sandy soil in or near a streambed. We had begun
to think that this soil was their only natural habitat.
But we found ourselves perched on the edge of a rocky
valley where hundreds of young frankincense trees were
growing, though far apart from one another. Our expert
was Ali Said Fargesh Al-Mushekhey, whom Abdullah
Aqeel had arranged for and who came with a bundle of
On the Trail with Journey of Faith

frankincense of various grades. The challenge in filming
him was the wind. Four of us had to stand shoulder-toshoulder, next to the camera, as a wall against the wind so
that the camera would not jump around.

Film crew with Revell Phillips at the iron ore site
in the hills west of Mirbat.
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Before we came to Oman, I had contacted
my friend Ali Ahmed Al-Shahri, an explorer
and author. He had discovered cave drawings all
over the Dhofar area and had learned that the
closest parallels to these drawings were found
in southeastern Colorado and Oklahoma,
especially the apparent alphabetic symbols that
accompany the drawings. Ali has published
paintings of boats that he has discovered. We
wanted to film at least one of those boats. Since
our flight to Muscat was scheduled early that
afternoon, we had limited time.
Ali came early to the hotel and we were off.
Somehow, he and I had miscommunicated because
he took us first to a cave with drawings of animals, a
common theme in the region’s ancient art. We packed the
camera and other gear for almost a half a mile to the cave
before, while looking for boats, we figured out that we
were not on the proverbial same page. I was embarrassed.
We then raced across the hills to the spot where the best
representation of boats appears. One of the paintings
shows a ship equipped with a tall mast and sail. Ali dates
the painting to a time earlier than 500 bc. He is very
articulate in English and Peter wanted him in the films.
When we flew into Muscat from Salalah, we were met
by a group of officials from the Ministry of Information.
They soon loaded our equipment into four vehicles, and we
began the long drive to Sur, a boat-building town on the

Above: Cave drawing of a masted ship dating to
before 500 BC.
Right: The Sultan’s dhow being built at Sur, a
boatbuilding town on the east coast of Oman.
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east coast of Oman. A crew in a shipyard was constructing
a huge dhow for the Sultan, and the Ministry people had
graciously set up a filming session.
We learned that no one else had been allowed to
photograph the Sultan’s boat, not even Oman’s television
channels. The dhow was more like a ship, which I
estimated to be about 165 feet long. It is constructed of
Indian teakwood. Near the end of our day of filming, the
owner of the shipyard arrived and told us that he had
built the ship without any plan or blueprint. Because he
had learned his craft well as a youth while working with
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his father and grandfather, he said that he
did not need even a sketch. Remarkably,
the plan was all in his head.
A full day of travel—from Sur to
Muscat to Amman—brought us to the
pleasant country of Jordan. All of our
filming was aimed at the southern part of
the country where the incense road had
run for centuries. Arriving in Amman
at sundown, we hopped on our bus with
our guide, Yousef Zreagat, and drove for
Petra, the shimmering red sandstone city
whose inhabitants have survived in one
form or another through the centuries by
drawing on its three springs. We couldn’t
see much, of course, because we arrived at
the hotel after dark. But the anticipation
among the crew was palpable.
At seven o’clock, the opening hour,
we were at the gate that led into this
famous monument. David Johnson
of the Anthropology Department had
joined us the previous day in Amman.
He had excavated at Petra for the past
twenty years and was therefore the
most experienced guide with whom we
could explore the ancient city which had
flourished as an entrepôt for the incense

Above: Façade of the grand buildings of Petra.
Left: The Treasury of Petra.
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trade that eventually reached Damascus, Jerusalem,
and the grand cities of the Mediterranean. I knew that
because of David our time would be well spent. It was.
Finding a Bedouin tent was our next task. David had
tried to contact friends who lived on the outskirts of the
modern town of Petra and who owned such a tent. But
we were disappointed to find that they were out when we

Right: A Bedouin mother and grandmother sew
panels of woven goat hair for tents, assisted ably
by a four-year-old girl.
Far right: The sun dips toward the mountains of
Sinai, shining its light across the Gulf of Aqaba.
Below: A Bedouin tent perched near the camp of
Lawrence of Arabia in Wadi Rum, Jordan.

visited. Serendipitously our failure to film at a Bedouin
tent in Petra became a major gift the next day in Wadi
Rum. Not only did we film in and around the tent, but we
also filmed the sewing effort to make panels for new tents.
Our run to Aqaba was punctuated by filming at a
couple of spots, including a wide desert valley, Wadi alGharid, that now appears in the films. As soon as we had
put our bags and equipment into the hotel, we headed
south of town toward the Saudi Arabia border. We
wanted to catch the westering sun across the waters of
the Gulf of Aqaba as it slid behind the Sinai mountains.
The next morning we were moving very early, by
4:30 a.m. We wanted to be at Wadi Rum before sunrise, a
drive of an hour and a half. (Wadi Rum is one the places
where the movie Lawrence of Arabia was filmed.) We
arrived with time to spare. The sunrise was spectacular.
28
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It was as if the sun was given birth by black rocks and
red sands. We then met our Bedouin guides at the entry
of the monument. They were to be with us for rest of the
morning. The guides were reasonably good drivers in the
deep sand and were willing to go anywhere. We had to
keep our hands on the equipment because the roads were
rough and bouncy.
That afternoon saw us at the border crossing between
Aqaba, Jordan, and Eilat, Israel. Securely in our new bus

The sands of Wadi Rum glow red in the sunlight,
enveloping the ﬁlming team’s jeeps.
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in Israel, we raced for Timna Park, a large Israeli national
preserve which includes the oldest copper mines in
the world. When we arrived at the gate, there were less
than two hours of light for filming. We had made prior
arrangement to film in the park, but the man at the gate
seemed to know nothing about such an arrangement.
When I stepped into the building, his supervisor called
me into his office. He knew about the arrangement. But
instead of talking about our filming effort, he wanted to
talk about his training as a ranger in Zion National Park
and Bryce Canyon National Park in Utah. His memories
of his stay in Utah were vivid and warm. He said that we
could stay in the park as long as the light lasted. We did
not need to exit at the posted time. Another gift.
The next day we had to make choices about where
and what to film. We had planned to go to four sites
that were far apart from one another in southern Israel.
It soon became apparent that we could not cover the
ground. So we prioritized. We first met a Jeep party
that took us into Maktesh Ramon, a large natural crater
through which the incense trail passed on its way from
Petra to Gaza. There we filmed not only trail markers
but also the remnants of a caravanserai that had served
as both a hotel for travelers and a market for local
tribesmen. The early afternoon saw us at the Ein Avdat
National Park, our second stop, where we wanted to
photograph a large desert pool. But the pool was a mile
away from the parking lot, a long distance to carry the
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40-pound camera and other equipment in the afternoon
heat. By good fortune, less than 100 yards from the
parking lot we found a small pool of water surrounded
by trees and green vegetation where ibex and other
desert animals would come for water. Several ibex were
grazing and resting nearby, and they allowed us to take
their pictures.
Then we drove hard to the third spot, Tel Arad, the
southern capital of ancient Israel, whose ruins sit atop
a prominent tel which is a man-made hill. Within the
town had stood a small temple dating from the days of
Solomon to an era just before Lehi and Sariah. When
ancient authorities decommissioned the temple, they

covered it with soil rather
than destroying it, treating the
spot with reverential respect.
Their actions preserved the
courtyard, the holy place,
and the holy of holies. In
excavating the site, modern
archaeologists found two
stone incense altars, which
they set up at the entry to the
sanctuary itself. The existence
of the Arad temple outside of
Jerusalem shows that ancient
worship and sacrifice were
allowed away from the central
sanctuary, as is implicit in
Nephi’s accounts of his father’s
sacrifices in the wilderness.
The sunlight died before
we could reach our fourth
destination, Wadi Arugot,
through which, some have
thought, Lehi and Sariah may
have descended to the western
shore of the Dead Sea before
turning south to the Red Sea.
But before the sun set, we
found a perch high above the

Above: Entry to the Arad Holy of Holies, ﬂanked by two incense altars.
Left: An ibex ram in Ein Avdat National Park, southern Israel.
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Dead Sea and filmed the broad and deep Arava Valley.
We reached the BYU Jerusalem Center after dark but
were welcomed there as if we belonged. We had now
entered our last twenty-four hours of filming.
In our press to finish, we were filming across
Jerusalem before the first fingers of light began to caress
the golden hue of the stone buildings. For those in our
team who had never visited this place, it was unlike any
other experience. The city is laden with a long history,
both glorious and inglorious. Its charm hides the harsh
currents of competing factions and the difficulties of
carving out a life of dignity. But it beckons to all, both
resident and visitor.
We had arranged for someone at the BYU Center to
bring Dr. Jacob Milgrom early so that we could interview
him on film about the sacred uses of incense in ancient
temples. He is the world’s expert on this topic, and it was
most important that we capture his knowledge. He is a
gracious man and was willing to join us at an early hour
to accommodate our hectic schedule.
We wanted to photograph the picturesque walls of
the Old City that the Ottomans built in the sixteenth
century. We intended to film from the rooftop of the
Schmidt’s Girls School that stands opposite Damascus
Gate, one of seven gates that pierce the walls. (Schmidt’s
Girls School has sent a number of its graduates to BYU.)
Damascus Gate sees the most foot traffic in and out of
the Old City. But the light was not inviting. The wall
On the Trail with Journey of Faith

Left: The Dome of the Rock rising above the
eastern wall of the Old City of Jerusalem.
Opposite: The Western Wall of the Holy Mount,
Jerusalem.

We were filming across
Jerusalem before the first
fingers of light began to
caress the golden hue of
the stone buildings. For
those in our team who
had never visited this
place, it was unlike any
other experience.
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stood in shadow. So the camera crew left the compound
and went looking for other angles and a different light.
As a capstone of sorts to our trip, we went to the
Garden Tomb, which was only a few steps away from the
girls school. Instead of taking our equipment, we went

Above: Kent Brown stands for an interview on the
balcony of the BYU Jerusalem Center.
Right: Members of the ﬁlming team at the Garden
Tomb, from left, Travis Allen, Brian Wilcox, Kent
Brown, Justin Andrews, Revell Phillips, Peter
Johnson, David Lisonbee, Adam Lisonbee, David
Johnson.

34

as a group of ordinary people. It became clear to me
that the members of the team saw this as an opportunity
for worship and quiet meditation in the midst of our
breakneck pace. It was just the thing to restore our spirits
before going to the pool of Siloam, the scene of one of
Jesus’s most famous healings.
The pool had existed from the days of Hezekiah and
Isaiah, more than a hundred years before the time of Lehi
and Sariah. By their day, it would have been one of the
main hubs of activity in the city, a place where women
especially came for water and for conversation, a place
where, nearby, merchants would have offered their wares
for sale. The pool catches the water that flows from the
Gihon Spring a quarter of a mile away through the rock
of Hezekiah’s Tunnel. The water from the pool drains
away into the King’s Vale, a garden area known from the
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

Old Testament, and eventually to the
Dead Sea via the lower Kidron Valley.
Very little of the water escapes to the
Dead Sea, however, because it serves
agricultural needs within the environs of
Jerusalem.
There was one more filming session,
late in the day in Amman. After that, we
assessed how we had done during the
past two weeks. We judged that we had
filmed about 90 percent of what we had
written on our wish list. For the Middle
East, or for any area where a person
hopes to accomplish something of
importance, we had done the impossible.
Our first response was to congratulate
ourselves and slap ourselves on the back.
But a little reflection told us that much
had come to us as a gift and that we
should think not of coincidence but of
purposeful events that came together at
the right time and in the right place.

On the Trail with Journey of Faith

The Pool of Siloam just south of the Old City of
Jerusalem.
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I

t is now clear from archaeological findings

that the Jerusalem of King David and King Solomon
was not really a very large city. It was, of course, the
capital for the kingdom, but hardly of any comparison
with the other empires. Things, however, changed in the
eighth century bc when the Assyrians conquered the
northern part of Israel, which was a separate kingdom
of itself. Of the twelve tribes that comprised the nation
of Israel, ten of them were exiled. The result was a huge
influx of refugees from the north into Jerusalem. There
are indications that at the time of King Hezekiah, who
lived in that end of the eighth century, Jerusalem had
expanded twice, perhaps three times, its original size and
therefore became one of the major cities in the known
world. Jerusalem reached a crescendo of its good fortune
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when Jeremiah was young, at the beginning of his
prophetic career. Josiah, the next king in Jerusalem, was
able to take advantage of the weakening Assyrian Empire
to regain control of his people and, in that vacuum,
Judah was able to expand. But that halcyon period didn’t
last very long, because the Assyrians were replaced by the
Babylonians, and the Babylonians certainly wanted to be
able to control the former Assyrian kingdom.
Jacob Milgrom
Jerusalem was going through a really difficult
period at the time of Lehi because internationally affairs
were very unstable. The kingdom of Judah was caught
politically between not just two empires, but really three:
the Egyptians to the southwest, the Babylonian Empire
which was rising, and the Assyrian Empire which was
dying. So there were parties and factions in Jerusalem
saying the safety of Judah would be greatest with the
Egyptians, others said, go with the Babylonians, and some
felt that perhaps they ought to stick with the Assyrians.
Jeremiah, for example, was very opposed to any kind of
dependence on Egypt. But the aristocracy of the city of
Jerusalem seemed to feel that Egypt was the way to go.
The only problem was that Egypt was very old. It is hard
for us to imagine how old Egypt was. Even in Lehi’s time
the pyramids were roughly two millennia old. So it was
hard for them to accept that this seemingly eternal society
was on its last legs in some ways. It was about to lose its
independence altogether. It seemed strong; it had been

Pagan Gods of Arabia.
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there forever. It was a part of life that any inhabitant of
Jerusalem had grown up with, for generations on end. So
Egypt seemed stronger than it was.
Daniel Peterson
We have to keep in mind that the kingdom of Israel
was geographically and historically a narrow funnel
that connected Egypt on the one hand and Assyria and
Babylonia on the north. To the west of Israel you have
the Mediterranean, and to the east you have the great
Arabian desert. Egypt, and Assyria/Babylonia were
always at odds with each other and wished to conquer
each other—for good geographical reasons. The only
way they could do it was to go right through the land
of Israel. So the history of that period is determined by
these geographical grounds.
Jacob Milgrom
Jerusalem sat at the crossroads between two
superpowers. With the emerging Babylon to the east
and Egypt to the southwest, Jerusalem was caught in the
middle and it was very difficult for them to know where
their alliances should be placed. In 609 bc the king
of Judah, Josiah, who was very popular and in some
people’s minds, nearly Messianic, had been killed at the
disastrous battle at Megiddo. This threw politics and
the position of Jerusalem into disarray. Some people
wanted to ally themselves with Babylon, others with
Egypt. I believe Lehi was opposed to the alliance with
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

Egypt for a number of reasons, and this made him very
unpopular in some circles. But the general setting of
Jerusalem, in its ancient Near Eastern context, was one
of great vulnerability. People in Jerusalem tended to be
over-confident about their views that God would deliver
them again in the future as he had on other occasions in
the past.
John Welch
Judah’s problem was that the Babylonians wanted
them not only in and of themselves, but they were in the
middle of the highway to Egypt. And the Babylonians
were going to come to Egypt. It was going to be right
over and across them, which, by the way, the Babylonians
were able to pull off.
Daniel Peterson
The fundamental political problem of Judea is that
of a small country wedged between two major super
powers, who are at war with one another. Babylon and
Egypt are essentially engaged in an ongoing struggle for
domination of the Near East. The Babylonians are going
to ultimately win this struggle, but at the time of Lehi, it
was still uncertain who would be the dominant power.
So Judah is wedged between the two, and if they don’t
make the right decision, chances are they’re going to be
destroyed. And of course, they made the wrong decision
and they were destroyed. And what Lehi is preaching,
from a political sense, is the same message that Jeremiah
Jerusalem at the Time of Lehi

is teaching. That is if you rely on Egypt, they are not
going to be able to save you from the Babylonians.
William Hamblin

Pyramids of Giza, Egypt.

The Babylonians were coming; they were going
to be much stronger than people thought they were at
first. So you had factions within the city of Jerusalem
jockeying for position—working their influence on the
39
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various kings. They’d get a king to make an alliance one
direction, then, the next king would make an alliance
in another direction. You see a shift of Judahite foreign
policy probably about every three to four years in the
two decades or so prior to the opening of the Book of
Mormon. So it is a very unstable, very chaotic, and very
uncertain situation. Judah is under threat and they know
it. They just don’t know which way to react. The people
in Jerusalem and Judah were so confident in the power
of Egypt, which was their ally at that point, they believed
that Egypt would allow them to resist the Babylonian
expansion. And it turned out that wasn’t true. Egypt
was, as some of the prophets had earlier said, a broken
reed. The irony is that from about the middle of the sixth
century bc, shortly after the departure of Lehi from
Jerusalem, Egypt loses its independence politically. Egypt
is not ruled by an Egyptian from that point until the early
1950s, when the officers revolt and Nasser and Sadat
take power. It was effectively 2,500 years of Egyptian
subservience to foreigners. So, you have a roughly 2,000
year history of great glory in Egypt, but it is about to end.
And it ends for a long, long time.
Daniel Peterson

Rejecting the Prophets
I suspect that a lot of the animosity against Lehi
was related to his calls for repentance, and those
things are never received well by people who feel they
Jerusalem at the Time of Lehi

are doing quite nicely, thank you. It
was probably his linkage also with
Jeremiah. Jeremiah was thought of as
not only being blasphemous, because
he suggested that Jerusalem could fall,
but being disloyal, because he suggested
that they ought to just give it up and
rely on the Babylonians because Egypt
was not going to save them. They had
forfeited their claim on Jehovah’s mercy
and so they ought to then play realistic
politics in this case. And that was not
to depend on Egypt, as the ruling class
tended to do, but to rely on Babylonia. I suspect that
there was a religious current in Jerusalem at the time that
went back to the days of Isaiah. Isaiah had foretold that
Hezekiah would not be overthrown by the Assyrians—
that the Assyrians siege of Jerusalem would not work.
And miraculously it didn’t work. You have Jerusalem
surrounded, and then suddenly overnight the siege is
broken, apparently by some sort of plague.
My suspicion is that this event created in the minds
of the people of Jerusalem the sense that they were
invincible. They simply could not be defeated. No matter
what, God would intervene, defend the temple, defend
his city. Jeremiah and Lehi both came with the message
that this was not true; the city would be destroyed. The
people had forfeited their claim on Jehovah’s protection.

Daniel C. Peterson.
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They had gone too far into sin. And
so they saw that view as a dismissal
of Jehovah’s power and therefore
blasphemous. Lehi would be saying
in effect, “it is hopeless, the Lord is
not going to intervene on your behalf,
you have sinned. If you repent, you
might be saved.” But they say, “What
do we have to repent of?” You hear that
from Laman and Lemuel, Lehi’s elder
sons, who seem to be representative
of the opinions of the ruling class at
Jerusalem, who say, “We know that
they were a righteous people. People in Jerusalem were
good people. Jerusalem’s not going to be destroyed” (see
1 Nephi 17:22). They’re quite complacent, quite satisfied
with the way they have been behaving. And they don’t like
it when a prophet comes along and tells them, “Actually
you’re sinners and the Lord has rejected you.” So, it is a
natural human response to say, “Oh no we’re not!”
Daniel Peterson

Ann N. Madsen.

Lehi’s family and other families who lived in Jerusalem
were caught in the debate of whether prophecy was
true and Jerusalem would be destroyed as Jeremiah and
Lehi and others were saying, or whether Jerusalem was
somehow mystically a place that would not be destroyed
as in the days of Hezekiah. They remembered Sennacherib
coming and his 185,000 dying as they were laying siege to
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Jerusalem and withdrawing (2 Kings 19:35). And some of
them really thought “We’re the greatest city, nothing like us
ever was, and nothing can destroy us.”
Ann Madsen
Perhaps one of the reasons that Lehi encountered
so much resistance when he brought his message that
the people needed to repent, that the Babylonians were
coming, that they would be destroyed if the situation
didn’t change, was that it was hard for them to really
absorb this message. There are a number of reasons for
this. One was that they had a false sense of security by
living in Jerusalem. This was the capital city, the temple
was here, there was a long historical tradition of the Lord
preserving and protecting Jerusalem, since the time of
David. It wasn’t too many years earlier that the Assyrians
destroyed the north and took the captives away, then
came and destroyed most of the south. But they were
stopped right at the gates of Jerusalem and protected
by the Lord. And this was a memory that was clear in
their minds, and they had this sense that they would be
protected there. The prophet Jeremiah even talks about
this when he says, “Don’t trust in lying words saying ‘the
temple, the temple’” (Jeremiah 7:4). In other words, just
because we have the temple doesn’t mean that the Lord
will protect us. If the people have broken the covenant
and are wicked, they’re not going to be protected (as
we soon find out when the Babylonians do come). It is
difficult for them to understand this because they had
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

the sense that they were living the law; in other words,
they were performing the outward performances of the
law. They were performing their sacrifices; they were
keeping the Sabbath day—doing all the things that were
easily seen. But Jeremiah tells us, and Lehi also, that the
more important issues of the law, the weightier matters
were things that they weren’t taking care of. There was
immorality, there was idolatry, and they weren’t taking
care of the poor, the widows, and the orphaned. The
really important matters were being ignored.
Jo Ann Seely
Lehi’s prophecies consisted of two main thrusts.
One had to do with the destruction of the city, if people
did not repent. The other, of course, had to do with the
Messiah (1 Nephi 1:18–20). Both parts of his message
made people angry. Lehi was called and began to preach
in the first year of Zedekiah’s reign (1 Nephi 1:4).
Zedekiah ruled for eleven years, before the Babylonians
came the last time and sacked the city. It was then that
Jeremiah offered a deal to people in the city that would
avert the Lord’s anger and would blunt the Babylonian
attack. He said, if the people of the city will free their
Hebrew slaves, let them go for nothing, the Lord would
withdraw his design and preserve the city. The people
agreed, initially, then they recanted, and the Lord stood
back and let the Babylonian hammer fall (Jeremiah 34).
Kent Brown
Jerusalem at the Time of Lehi

Jerusalem’s good fortune was probably Josiah, who
is regarded as one of the greatest, most righteous kings
in the tradition of Judah. Josiah really tried to purify
things, to get rid of idolatry. The Book of the Law of the
Lord was discovered in the temple during renovations
there. Many people think that this was possibly a form
of the Book of Deuteronomy, which may not have been
widely known prior to that time. So that leads to a
reformation, a really sincere effort on the part of a lot
of people in Judah to get right with God, to get back
to the purity of their roots. It is possible that this was a
formative influence on Lehi. That he would have grown
up under that influence, and that his religious sensibility,
his drive to be right with God, might have come out
of his youthful experiences in the time of Josiah. But
then, unfortunately, Josiah meets this dreadful, sudden,
unexpected end at Meggido. We don’t know exactly
under what circumstances. But his death created a
theological crisis really for Judah, for a lot of people who
wondered why this righteous king lost his life. After that
nothing seems to go right. His successors are almost
without exception either evil or weak. And so, what
seemed a real high point of Judah’s history, suddenly
collapses and it becomes a terrible time. Lehi sees both;
he grows up in the good period and then sees the crisis
arise, suddenly and disastrously.
Daniel Peterson

An olive tree.

43

At this time we look at apostasy from the law of
Moses. Josiah’s reform had been a bright moment and
things were looking quite good. Then Josiah is killed in
the chaos of the battles between Egypt and Babylon, and
his reform dies with him. From then on the people did
not keep the Law of Moses as they had it. But we know
that Lehi and his family were dedicated to keeping the
Law of Moses (2 Nephi 25:24–25). It traveled all the way
to the promised land with them and they kept it until the
time of Christ.
Ann Madsen

Lehi among Other Prophets

Tables of the Ten Commandments.

Among those who were Lehi’s contemporaries were
Zephaniah, Nahum, Habakkuk, and of course the most
famous, Jeremiah. There is reason to believe that Lehi
may have known Jeremiah personally. Jeremiah had
grown up in a town just about three miles northeast of
Jerusalem, but all of his ministry was spent in the city,
and that’s where Lehi’s early ministry was spent as well.
They would have stood as a second witness for each other
to the city’s citizens by saying, “Repent for the day of
reckoning arrives.”
Kent Brown
Lehi was telling them the truth about what was going
to happen. Jeremiah was telling them the truth also,
and he suffered in various ways. Dear Jeremiah, he’s the
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lonely prophet. Lehi had a family around him. Jeremiah
never married. And I think they just wanted to kill him
because he was saying things they didn’t want to hear.
They wanted to hear that Jerusalem was going to be saved
again. And he was telling them Jerusalem was going to be
destroyed.
Ann Madsen
Daniel and Ezekiel
Included in the number of contemporary prophets,
of course, were the youths who once lived in Jerusalem
and moved to Babylon when the Babylonians took
captives. They included Daniel and Ezekiel, both of
whom had grown up in Jerusalem but lived their adult
lives in Babylon.
Kent Brown
I like to think that the young Daniel and the young
Ezekiel would have known Nephi. The city of Jerusalem
is a fairly small place, we estimate about 25,000 people.
That means you could get the entire population of that
city into a basketball arena. They would have known each
other and shared a lot of common goals, and would have
been allied with each other in the cause of promoting
righteousness and goodness.
John Welch
Ezekiel was carried off and spends most of his
prophetic career in Babylonian captivity. So he’s
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land
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responding to the captivity in a sense from the other side
before it occurs. Lehi sees it coming and gets out before
it happens. Ezekiel’s already a victim. He’s been carted
off, and he spends his time in exile lamenting the loss.
And, of course, Ezekiel came from a priestly background,
so for him it is a huge loss. He’s not associated with the
temple anymore; he can’t be because he’s nowhere near it.
For most of his career, the temple has been destroyed. So
from Ezekiel and Lehi, you see both sides of the captivity
from different angles. Both were, in a sense, exiled
from their home—Lehi in advance, through prophetic
foreknowledge, and Ezekiel by force.
Daniel also is an exiled prophet. He’s again looking
at the situation from the outside. He prays toward
Jerusalem and the temple. You see the great longing,
which is in a sense comparable to the feeling that a lot
of Jews had up until 1948. “Next year in Jerusalem,”
that sort of idea, has been a standard theme in Jewish
history—ever since that time they wanted to get back
to their homeland. So you get a really strong feeling of
yearning in Daniel and Ezekiel for the return.
Daniel Peterson

Laban
Lehi found out not long after the Book of Mormon
opens that he was of the tribe of Manasseh (1 Nephi 15:14;
Alma 10:3). Manasseh was a tribe that belonged originally
to the northern kingdom, which had been carried off a
Jerusalem at the Time of Lehi

century or so before the opening of the Book of Mormon.
The best guess is that Lehi’s family probably had come
from the northern kingdom, maybe warned by prophets,
or maybe simply seeing the signs of the times and knowing
that it would be safer to move to the south, because the
threat was coming from the north. And so they moved,
apparently, down to Jerusalem which would be the
ancestral homeland, the sacred site. It seems that Lehi
and his family are to a certain extent, outsiders. The best
guess is that Laban was a kinsman and also of Manasseh,
although the record does not say so. That would be why
Lehi would want to go to him because he would have the
records that indicated Lehi’s genealogy, specifically the
records of Joseph (1 Nephi 5:16). There are signs in the
Book of Mormon that the biblical tradition it is based on
is not quite like the tradition we have. The one we have is
a Judahite—southern kingdom—tradition for the most
part. But there are northern kingdom elements apparently
in the version of the Bible that Lehi had. So there a lot of
pointers to the idea that Lehi and his family may have been
in Jerusalem for over a century but that they really didn’t
belong in the city. They were outsiders in a number of
ways, including possibly having their actual house outside
the city walls. Laban, too, would be a prosperous member
of the society of Judah, but not really a Judahite, not really,
fully integrated.
Laban was wealthy and greedy and had accumulated
a great number of things, including apparently the
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clan records. They would have been a very expensive
commodity. Having them would of course be a great
status symbol. It is hard for us to imagine that such
records would be quite rare. They would be very
expensive, particularly on metal plates, but even if
written on parchment, to have a copy of the scriptures
would be a rarity. You didn’t just tuck your quad under
your arm and head off.
Daniel Peterson
Laban is a good example of an administrator who
may have exceeded his administrative role. He is able
to command 50 soldiers within the walls of the city
of Jerusalem, which means that he is a military officer
and a very high ranking official. But it is very unusual
for soldiers to ever be garrisoned or stationed within
a city wall in an ancient city during times of peace,
so Laban may have been overreaching his position by
having those soldiers stationed there. Laban guards
the treasury, which has to be the royal treasury of the
king. But because the king is weak, Laban’s authority
as manager of the treasury becomes all the more
prominent. He controls the records and a lot of other
treasures, probably a part of the temple treasury.
John Welch

not meeting with good people, he’s meeting with an
apostate group of people. The ones that the prophets were
inveighing against.
Ann Madsen
Laban talks about “his brethren” as being leaders
of the community or maybe leaders of the Jewish, or
the Judahite community (1 Nephi 4:26). Possibly he’s
managed to insinuate himself into the aristocracy, the
leadership of Judah or Jerusalem at the time. With his
wealth, that wouldn’t be too surprising, particularly if he
had no prophetic scruples like Lehi did. He would have
the same kind of education roughly as Lehi, which would
be the education of an upper-class member of Judahite
society. So it probably was that kind of group that he was
meeting with. And these were the people who were most
opposed to Jeremiah; most pro-Egyptian. They were
most inclined to go along with the most common policy
of the royal house and were unsympathetic to the real
prophets who were warning them against that course.
Laban’s house seems to have been within the city walls.
Daniel Peterson

Laban was a powerful man among the Jewish
elders at the time. He was out by night with the Jewish
elders, who were also corrupt (1 Nephi 4:22). So he’s
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L

ehi stands at the fountainhead of

the Book of Mormon testimony of the coming
Messiah (1 Nephi 10:6), through whom all may
come to partake of the fruit of eternal life and receive
exaltation promised from the foundations of the world.
It is a worldwide book. It is a book that takes Israel, not
just from a small place in Jerusalem, but to span the
continents and the oceans of the world, to invite all to
come unto Christ.
From everything we know in the Book of Mormon
we have every reason to believe that Lehi was raised up
as an unusual man with great determination, knowledge,
and faith. That allowed him to undertake and complete
a very difficult assignment and a very important one:
that the true understanding of the ancient Israelite
religion and their expectation of the coming of the
Messiah would not be lost as Jerusalem was obliterated.
Lehi knew that he carried a valuable treasure, more
valuable than the gold or the plates on which these words

Viewing the coast of Bountiful.

Lehi and family make an offering.
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were written. He knew that he’d been entrusted by the
Lord with a task that only could be accomplished by
marshaling all of the resources, all of the knowledge, all
of the literary heritage, all of the inspiration, that only a
prophet of God, with the aid of God, could bring about.
Lehi traveled; Lehi organized his family; Lehi founded a
civilization. This was no small order.
Lehi went forward in faith, going off into uncharted
parts of the world. Using his knowledge, using what he
was told by God; putting together everything he possibly
could, but risking everything; putting his life on the line,
willing to obey and to follow the commandments of God.
All who have the Book of Mormon owe an incredible
debt to Lehi, Sariah, and their posterity.
The Law of Moses, of course, affected Lehi in one
very important way. In Deuteronomy 18, there is a
prohibition against being a false prophet, making false
prophecy a capital offense. This was a problem in Lehi’s
day. There were many false prophets, and it was very
difficult for people to differentiate between the true and
false prophets (Jeremiah 28–29). This was one of the
reasons that Jerusalem was so vulnerable and eventually
fell. Many citizens followed false prophets who told them
what they wanted to hear, namely that Jerusalem was
impregnable and would never be destroyed.
John Welch

role of patriarch for Lehi is the same. There’s a Jewish
legend that you never say, “The God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob,” you say, “The God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” to make it clear that each
of those patriarchs himself reached for and received
and understood the truth of the living God. So that
expression—the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—
does not occur in the Book of Mormon; it is always the
other way—a Jewish tradition. But a patriarch is the
guide and stay first of all of his family. A patriarch cares,
not just for a large posterity but, like Abraham, cares that
they be like the stars in merit and worth and blessedness.
We are to come out of Babylon (Jeremiah 51:6; D&C
133:14), which means both confusion and darkness and
even idolatry, and not even touch as it were the remnants
of that, being cut off, literally cut off. That combines with
the symbolism of a kind of rebirth. And that’s what was
happening to the family of Lehi and Sariah.
Truman Madsen
Lehi is not only the prophet of his people, he is in
residence; he is their patriarch, their father, and they
gather round, worship together, offer sacrifices together,
study the brass plates together.
Virginia Pearce

Lehi is in the image of what the brass plates taught
about the ancients, the chosen family of Abraham. The
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Sariah
The Book of Mormon begins with a family, but more
precisely with a couple, Lehi and Sariah.
John Welch
It is impossible not to love this story. For one thing,
Nephi begins his record in the very first sentence by
putting himself in the context of a family. We women
are used to having to put ourselves between the lines of
the stories. But in this story, we are right there—more
obvious than in many stories in the sacred scriptures.
Sariah is named; we see what she’s doing, and we even
hear her words from her own mouth several times.
Virginia Pearce
Men had power and women had influence. The
women, perhaps, were not vocal in public about what
they felt and thought, but in private their husbands paid
attention to them.
Ann Madsen
A woman’s role would have been essential. For
example, Sariah would have had to manage somehow
to put together the food during that trip; this was not
an easy thing. Nephi might have gone out hunting, but
Sariah would have to be prepared to cook whatever
he brought back. She would be managing a lot of the
domestic details, and there’s a great deal to manage.
Daniel Peterson
Lehi’s Family

Family dynamics were really
interesting in Lehi’s family as they
traveled along. For instance, they
are sent back to bring Ishmael and
his family so they would have his
daughters to provide wives for Lehi’s
sons (1 Nephi 7). And, marriage is
a very, very significant event in a
family in this time period.
Jo Ann Seely
It should bring a smile that
Laman and Lemuel murmured,
complained about going back at all for the plates, but
they were willing to go back for wives.
Truman Madsen

Jo Ann H. Seely.

In Ezekiel 16, God uses the marriage covenant as
an analogy for the covenant relationship that he has
created between himself and the house of Israel. Looking
behind that analogy, we can see certain elements of this
sacred marriage covenant as practiced in ancient Israel. It
involved an oath and a covenant. A washing with water,
anointing with oil, clothing with embroidered cloth and
with linen garments, and a crown being placed upon the
head of the bride.
John Welch
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I look at Sariah and I can not imagine a woman’s life
turning upside down faster than hers did. I look at this
woman who had wealth, who must have had a network of
extended family, a routine of traditions, and friends and
stability in Jerusalem, and then to have it turned upside
down within the space of such a short amount of time.
Her sons go back to get Ishmael’s daughters, suddenly
everyone is married, she’s got in-laws to integrate into her
family overnight.
Virginia Pearce
When these sons get married, they bring in new
members of the family, and Lehi is going to function as
the patriarch of this greater, extended family.
Jo Ann Seely
Thinking of the marriage between Lehi and Sariah,
when I see the way Lehi responded to Sariah’s accusations
when she fears she has lost her sons, it is such a beautiful
model for a marriage. When she accuses him and mocks
him for being visionary, he doesn’t defend himself even
in a small way, but he reaches out and comforts her. I
think it is beautiful.
Virginia Pearce

Laman and Lemuel
We see a constellation of family that is so recognizable
from our own lives that we just a vibrate to it. We see
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sibling rivalry, we see tension, and we can imagine
what that does to a mother. Sociologists tell us that men
primarily are interested in achievement and women
primarily are tuned into relationships. I believe that, and I
believe that’s probably a constant through the ages. If that’s
true, you look at Sariah and what this must have meant
to her. I imagine that the moment Lehi told her about
what the Lord had instructed him to do, she anticipated
what this would do to her family. She must have known
how Laman and Lemuel would react. They had a pattern
that we see afterwards, where the moment there was new
information, they resisted it. She must have known what
would happen when this was announced to them.
Virginia Pearce
I think Sariah had the pressure of possibly being
a mediator between her visionary husband and her
sometimes defiant children.
Jo Ann Seely
In a sense we are all Lehi’s family because we all have
tensions in our family and struggles over whose going to
be in charge and what the goals of the family are. We see
this reflected quite nicely in the Book of Mormon. It is a
real family. But it is also a microcosm of Judea as a whole,
because within Judea you have different attitudes towards
prophecy, the Lord, the scriptures, the temple, all of these
different things.
William Hamblin
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

Lehi’s Family

57

The dynamics in the family are really interesting.
That the loyalty of the two oldest sons, Laman and
Lemuel, seems to be much more allied with that of the
ruling class in Judah, than with their own father. And
they see him as a kind of class traitor. Lehi is a very
wealthy person, living on the outskirts of Jerusalem. His
two older spoiled sons have grown up quite comfortably,
in Jerusalem, and they are looking forward to the day
when they will inherit all that property. What they see
in their father is he betrayed their situation. He’s become
this religious fanatic who is going to take them away
from the place that is rightfully theirs. Deprive them of
all the status and the comforts they were used to (1 Nephi
2:11; 17:20–21).
Daniel Peterson
When they first leave Jerusalem, they’re leaving their
inheritance. And the oldest, Laman, is the birthright son.
He’s the one who would receive a double portion if he
were staying.
Ann Madsen
They weren’t convinced it was wise to leave their
possessions, they weren’t convinced that Jerusalem
would be destroyed, and they weren’t convinced there
was a better place to go. Even though there were rebukes,
voices, and even angelic appearances. They soon could
brush that aside.
Truman Madsen
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We see that very often people comply or are obedient
because they’re afraid not to, and that’s certainly the
lowest level of obedience, but sometimes in our own
families we resort to that. Then other times, Laman and
Lemuel are persuaded. Nephi exhorts them. He is a
convincing person, and they are persuaded on their own.
They humble themselves, they are persuaded, but then
they go back. There is even one place in this story where
it says they know of a surety (1 Nephi 17:55), which is the
same thing that Sariah says (1 Nephi 5:8), but they don’t
hold on to it like Sariah does. The moment Sariah says
she knows of a surety, she never goes back. She seems to
have what Nephi has, which is tenacity, and Lehi, Sam,
Jacob, and Joseph have it as well. It is just some kind
of core that moves them forward once they make that
decision. Laman and Lemuel just don’t believe. In the
face of experience after experience after experience, they
are motivated by fear.
Virginia Pearce
And yet they went with their father because loyalty
to the father is absolute in the Middle East. They take out
their anxiety and their animosity to their father on their
brother Nephi.
William Hamblin
How could Sariah not love Laman and Lemuel?
They’re her oldest sons, they’re not just her sons, they are
her firstborn. They’re the children that arrive first and
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she has all of the hopes of her parenting, her dreams, lie
with those sons. And when they go back to get the plates
with Nephi and Sam, it isn’t just Nephi and Sam for
whom she is fearful and mourning their loss, it is Laman
and Lemuel too. I just can’t even imagine the heartbreak
when they seek to destroy Nephi, and she lies close to
death. I think it is not just over her fear for Nephi, it is
her heartbreak over Laman and Lemuel and the loss
she feels for them. Woman I know who have children
like Laman and Lemuel, often take great comfort, great
comfort, if they still have a loving relationship with
family members. They will say, “we have left the faith
but we still love one another and we still have a good
time together.” And there is great comfort in that for the
woman, but Sariah never even had that.
Virginia Pearce

Nephi’s own wonderful
personality makes it possible for him
to take the laughter and derision of
his brothers “You—build a ship—
what do you mean?” (see 1 Nephi
17:17–19), and Nephi just moves
through—just does what needs
to be done. On the ship, when his
brothers tie him up and threaten to
kill him, his faith is like a light. It
cuts through all the darkness of his
brothers (1 Nephi 18:11–21). He’s
the Joseph of Egypt kind of example.
And being a son of Joseph that makes perfectly good
sense.
Ann Madsen

Lehi, Nephi says, pleads with Laman and Lemuel
“with all the feelings of a tender parent” (1 Nephi 8:37).
Truman Madsen

Nephi is almost unreal. You can not even imagine
time after time, every time he meets anything, he just
blossoms before us. He’s almost miraculous in the way he
meets challenges. He’s just so loving, kind, forgiving.
There is not one instance in any of their interactions
where they are not pointing everyone toward the Lord.
That Nephi is not asking them to follow him; he’s asking
them to follow God. Lehi is not asking them to follow
Nephi—he’s asking them to follow God.
Virginia Pearce

Nephi
It is interesting to see that transition from Lehi the
prophet to Nephi the prophet because it seems very
smooth. We don’t see Lehi turning over anything; we
don’t see any formal exchange.
Virginia Pearce

Lehi’s Family

Virginia H. Pearce.
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Nephi smelting ore.

Metallurgy
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earning the trade. Nephi seems to have

a really strong background in metallurgical
activities. The trade guilds in the ancient world
were often very strong. Skills were taught by father to
son, handed down—kept secret. He would have been
trained very early. It is not uncommon for a child in
a family like that, even in an upper class family, to be
taught a trade. So there’s something unique about his
background. You’ve got the metal plates of Laban—the
brass plates. It may be that this particular clan was
connected with metalwork, that they kept their records
on metal plates for that reason.
Daniel Peterson
There could be no doubt that Nephi appreciated fine
metalwork. The first thing he noticed about the Liahona
was its fine craftsmanship.
John Welch

Wm. Revell Phillips.
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major part of Nephi’s background and personality seems
to be that he understands the way in which metal is made
and how it is used.
John Welch

Nephi needs to be shown by the Lord where to find
ore, but he does not have to be told how to smelt it. How
he learned this, we don’t know. He was a younger son—
the fourth son in the family of Lehi, and so he probably
didn’t have to work in the field or the olive orchards, as
the older sons probably did. His father by that point had
accumulated gold and silver. And it may have been that
Nephi was able to study, learn, and work ore, maybe as
his assignment within the family. This allowed him of
course to make metal plates and to write on them. So a

The crew ﬁlming Revell Phillips by the iron ore
outcropping at his left elbow.
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Nephi specifically says that once they get to the
New World, he instructs his people in the use of gold
and silver, copper and iron (2 Nephi 5:15). So he has the
knowledge somehow. The technology for both iron and
bronze was well known in Jerusalem at Lehi’s time. We
are about 400 years into the Iron Age in Jerusalem.
Nephi makes two trips back and forth from Lehi’s
camp to Jerusalem, and we suspect that they were long
trips. So that’s five times that he passes through Wadi
Araba, or near the Timna Valley. During long periods of
time, the Timna Valley is where the metalworking was
for Israelites one of the oldest mining areas in the world.
They not only mined ore there but also processed it.
Nephi may very well have stopped in that valley to learn
from the metalsmiths there.
Revell Phillips
And if the family did have metallurgical connections,
that might have dictated the direction they went. It
would be a known route. If you do metalwork, then you
probably know the mines of Timna at that period. So
that may be a clue, at least a hint, for us to surmise which
specific route they took.
Daniel Peterson
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Iron Ore
Nephi must have been a craftsman of some sort
because he knew very well how to go about constructing
a ship, although he did receive special instructions. But
he knew he needed tools; he knew he needed ore to make
the tools; he knew how to make the tools. We’re aware that
Nephi only asked the Lord one question. He didn’t ask
where to get wood; he didn’t ask how to build the ship, he
asked, “Where do I find ore, that I might molten it to make
tools?” (see 1 Nephi 17:9). There is actually very little iron
ore anywhere along the southern coast of Oman. I doubt
that there was an iron industry here at any time.
In looking at the geology of the area, we see that
virtually the entire Dhofar, which is the big southern
state of Oman, is covered by relatively recent limestone
deposits—tertiary and Cretaceous limestones. Those are
not intruded anywhere by igneous rock, and therefore
they really have very little potential for having any kind
of iron or ore in them, and indeed they do not.
Not only would Nephi have needed copper, he would
have also needed tin to make bronze. But we have not
found any copper at all anywhere in the southern part of
the Dhofar and there’s no tin on the Arabian Peninsula
at all that I’m aware of. That fact would narrow Nephi’s
options down to iron, which is extremely abundant in
the earth’s crust. You can find it almost anywhere, except
the Dhofar, which is limestone. Where the limestone has
been stripped away by erosion, what we call basement
Metallurgy

rock is revealed, which is high-grade metamorphic rock
intruded by igneous granites. This, any geologist would
know, is the logical place to find ore, and we did.
Revell Phillips
We arrived on the Southern coast of Oman, the
Dhofar area, where none of us had ever been, so it was a
lot like what Nephi faced in looking for ore—not knowing
where to go and having to rely on, not just his expertise,
but some help from the Spirit too. And that’s the kind
of attitude we had. We looked at the geologic maps and
tried to pinpoint the most likely places for us to search.
We started in the western part of the
Salalah plain, where Wadi Sayq is
located. An old sheepherder led us to
a fishing village where we could get
a boat because most of the coast is
roadless and the only way to access
it is by sea. At our first landing, we
saw red and orange stripes cutting
through the bedrock, and most of
us knew exactly what that meant.
They were red and orange because
there was iron in those seams
that had rusted. We spent a few
days documenting that and found
one other site with iron. When we got back to Muscat
and asked the Ministry of Mines of Oman about these
occurrences, they confirmed that they were completely

Ron Harris.
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unknown to anyone. Swiss and Japanese geologists had
made recent geologic maps of the area, but had found no
iron. The Ministry of Mines, whose personnel really know
more about the geology of Oman than anyone, confirmed
that these were new discoveries, and that means that no
one knew about them until the year 2000.
Ron Harris
What we find near Mirbat and Wadi Sayq is a very
unusual geologic phenomenon where you actually
have veins in the metamorphic rock, in which you have
had cold intrusion—gases bringing up predominantly
carbonates.
Revell Phillips

Iron ore.

The unique thing about this
deposit is that it has come from so
deep, and it is very well exposed on
the surface.
Ron Harris
But near the surface, that iron
carbonate will break down or
weather to form iron oxide, and iron
oxide is the desirable ore.
Revell Phillips
What makes the find unique
is the very soft pulverant limonite,
which is iron with a little bit of

Jeffrey D. Keith.
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water in the structure, and also iron carbonate. This is
remarkable, because by having those two things occur in
the same rock, you have an iron ore that is much more
easily smelted. I have never seen any iron ore like this
any place in the world. This was the ideal mixture for a
layman, you just have to go dig it up with your hands and
it is ready to go. To me, the Lord did everything possible
to make this easy to use.
Jeffery Keith
The unique part of the iron ore discovery that
we made was that the iron is actually mixed in with
carbonate, which is used naturally as a flux to lower the
melting point of iron. The iron ore is highly concentrated,
and so not only would it have been easy for Nephi to see
and collect, it would have been easy for him to make a
tool from these raw materials.
Ron Harris
The iron ore in only these two areas is right on the
surface of the ground. We have veins of iron ore coming
up through the metamorphic rock right to the surface
of the ground. And so collecting it would have been no
problem at all.
Nephi could have collected enough iron ore in a
matter of a few minutes to make all the tools he would
want. And it is right by the coast, you load it into a small
boat, carry it wherever you want it, and process it.
Revell Phillips
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Toolmaking
The technology for processing iron was also very well
known in Lehi’s time. However, processing iron is much
more difficult than processing bronze. Bronze can be
melted at a temperature of 1200 degrees Celsius, whereas
iron requires 1500 degrees. And the normal pit or bowl
furnaces could not reach that temperature.
Nephi would have constructed a bowl or a pit
furnace, which consists of nothing more really than a
circular hole in the ground. And what one does is load
the bottom of it with charcoal. When the charcoal is
glowing red, you put layers of crushed iron ore—iron
oxide—on top and then you put charcoal. And then you
cover it with clay or some such thing, and finally blow air
into the bottom. (Nephi speaks of making bellows out of
the skins of animals; see 1 Nephi 17:11.)
The oxygen in the forced air rises through the
charcoal and combines with the carbon to form carbon
monoxide. The carbon monoxide rises through the
crushed iron ore and charcoal, takes the oxygen away
from the iron which leaves metallic iron. It is not
molten but metallic iron; it has little crystals. The gang
minerals—that is the silicates that accompany the iron—
will melt at the attainable temperatures and form a slag.
The iron occurs in a mass we call bloom, which consists
of an aggregate of tiny iron crystals, usually very spongy,
full of vacant spaces. It collects on top of the slag. You
reach in and you take out that mass of bloom.
Metallurgy

You can logically ask how Nephi
would retrieve the bloom from the
furnace. It would be nice to have
some tongs to reach in and pull it
out. It can be done, however, simply
with green sticks. Perhaps Nephi
did not have an anvil to put it on.
He could have put it on a rock and
pounded it with another rock, but
I would be very surprised if Lehi
had not brought with him at least
a hammer. He prepared for the
journey and he almost certainly
brought along some kinds of tools, at least a hammer, an
ax or adze, or something to dig holes with.
Nephi would have pounded the bloom, reheated it,
pounded it again, and repeated this process until he got
it into the shape he wanted. And then of course, if he
wanted an edge on a chisel or something, he could have
ground one on sandstone or another rock.
It took a real craftsman to know how hot the furnace
had to be, how long you needed to leave the iron in the
furnace, how thin you needed to pound it—so many
variables. And a real craftsman would have known how
to do that, and would have been of infinite value to his
people. The blacksmiths at Damascus figured out how
to do that, and we frequently refer to Damascus steel as
being a very fine grade of steel.
Revell Phillips

Nephi hammers a tool into shape.
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The Sword of Laban
It may have taken months or even years to create
a very fine sword. In antiquity, these very fine quality
swords took on almost a human personality. They were
highly revered and passed on from one generation to
another. King Arthur’s Excalibur, for example, was such a
legendary sword.
The sword of Laban appears to have a story similar to
that, and it was certainly revered by the Nephite people.
That kind of a sword was unusual anywhere. Only very
important people had them, because it required great
craftsmanship, long periods of time to make, and very
extensive work.
In Jerusalem, at the time of Lehi, we appear to have
had a group of people who, in my opinion, escaped out
of the northern kingdom at the time Assyria conquered
it, which would have been 100 years before. So we have
refugees or expatriates in the city of Jerusalem. Lehi,
Ishmael, and Laban were part of these expatriates.
Laban appears to have been the leader of the expatriate
group. He must have been the leader because he had the
scriptures and the sword.
Revell Phillips

Above: The sword of Laban.
Below: Grip of a composite bow.

Nephi’s Steel Bow
In the ancient Near East several types of bows
were in use. There was one formed of a single stave of
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wood shaped into the form you want; the bow is shot
simply by pulling the wood back. Composite bows are
made up of horn, sinews, and wood, all glued together
and molded into a specific shape. These bows could
be reinforced by metal on the handles and on the tips
where there was the greatest pressure. As a bow is
bent there is pressure along different parts of the bow.
This reinforced composite steel bow was designed
specifically for shooting arrows to penetrate armor. So
it needed to be stronger and more powerful. They were
really weapons of war rather than hunting and therefore
would have been relatively rare and used by the elite in
society, not by ordinary people.
William Hamblin
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Nephi’s bow had metal as a part of it. It may have
been a composite bow, reinforced with metal straps.
And the stress may have also weakened the bow in some
respects because the metal straps would have ended at
certain points and maybe that’s where the pressure points
against the wood would have contributed to the bow
breaking (1 Nephi 16:18).
John Welch
Some of the Mongol tribes that invaded the West
from central Asia brought with them little short bows
which had a wooden element, an element of sinew, and
an element of steel. Steel has spring to it. Nephi was
very proud of his steel bow and did very well with it
apparently.
Revell Phillips
The weakening of Nephi’s bow would have been
compounded by changing ecology. Composite bows
were glued together and bound in certain ways. And as
the amount of moisture in the air and the temperature
changed that would cause expansion and contraction and
eventually weaknesses. So one assumes that the Nephi’s
steel bow is this type of metal-reinforced composite bow,
rather than a bow that was 100 percent metal. Nephi’s
bow would have broken along the major stress points.
William Hamblin
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Gold Plates
Almost certainly the gold in the plates
was panned. Where Lehi’s family landed in
the New World is not exactly known, but the
scripture does speak of abundant ore near
where they landed.
Gold melts at a much lower temperature
than iron. And so the simple pit furnace has
the capability of melting gold. If you melt the
gold and simply pour it out on the surface of
a rock, and then pound it, you can achieve a
remarkably thin sheet. With a knife, you could
simply cut square pages out of that gold and
then take the gold that was left over, melt it
down, and make another page. I envision the
gold plates as being very thin sheets, which
undoubtedly would be inscribed on only one side,
probably with a stylus of some sort.
But it is not a simple task to make gold plates. Gold
is hard to come by. It undoubtedly wasn’t as hard to come
by in Nephi’s day as it is today, because most gold areas
have been mined out, but it would still have been very
difficult to mine. And the various writers of the Book
of Mormon in many places express that they wish they
could write more, but they did not have room on the
plates they had (Jarom 1:2; Omni 1:30; Ether 12:25).
Revell Phillips
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The Desert Crossing

C

rossing the desert would be a terribly

stressful thing. You’re constantly trying to
survive traveling well over a thousand miles
either on camelback or on foot. When you have ridden
on camelback you know that it is not actually the most
comfortable thing in the world. So you would be tired a
lot of the time and possibly malnourished and thirsty.
The heat is terrible, we can hardly imagine it. To
be in it all day and all night with no escape, constantly
sapping your strength and dehydrating—it is a truly
terrible thing. And the temperatures rise to very high
levels in the desert.
The lack of water is always a threat because watering
holes are in some cases several days apart. If you’re even
ten degrees off and you miss a watering hole, you could

The Desert Crossing

Sand packed against a mountain south of Marib.
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be in serious jeopardy of dying. It happens all the time.
One of the worst fears even of the Bedouins who know
the area quite well is that they’ll miss out on water and be
in the desert without anything to drink.
Daniel Peterson

don’t belong to a tribe, you’re just an intruder coming
through the area—then you may have no allies at all. The
local tribe is looking at you and thinking, “camels, goods,
women,” whatever it is they want, and you’re a relatively
small group—a very insecure situation to be in.

They would have been going
through a region that was entirely
tribal, where there was no law, no
control by any government or state.
David Johnson
There’s a very real danger of
being under attack because you’re
trespassing on someone’s territory.
The watering holes, for example,
often belong to particular tribes.
At the least they would want to
charge someone who wanted to
drink from their well. Or they might not let you drink
at all. In any event, you had to negotiate in some cases.
There’s a wonderful scene at the beginning of the movie,
Lawrence of Arabia, where somebody is taking water
from another tribe’s well. Lawrence’s guide is shot dead
because he’s drinking from a well that belongs to a tribe
to which he does not belong. This is not fiction, this is
the way it really is. Some of these tribes lived in a state of
perpetual warfare with one another. It wasn’t always open
warfare, but it was always ready to break out. And if you

David J. Johnson.
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When we think of a trail, we tend to think of
something civilized—a clear little path through the
woods. The Incense Trail covered very broad areas in the
middle of nowhere. And so people traveling with any
kind of goods and camels would themselves be judged
goods and were therefore vulnerable. Camels were a very
important commodity in pre-Islamic Arabia. If nothing
else they could be eaten; people ate camels.
Everything that Lehi and his group would have had,
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would have been valuable to a group of people living
in a very remote area that was totally lawless. There
simply was no law out there. Especially if you’re traveling
without any kind of tribal protection. The one thing
that kept order was the ability to extract vengeance. But

were there, and so they would have been looked upon as
foreigners who would have been fair game.
David Johnson
When Nephi is explaining how proud he is of the
travelers, particularly the women, he describes how now
they’re able to eat raw meat. And it is sweet to them, he
says—sweet to them! Only God could do that.
Ann Madsen
“What will we have for breakfast this morning?”
Answer: raw meat (1 Nephi 17:2).
Truman Madsen

Lehi didn’t represent a tribe; there would be no one to
avenge his death if anything happened to him. He was as
vulnerable as could be. You have to slip through here as
unobtrusively as you possibly can. And so they don’t even
build fires. They’re trying to go unnoticed.
Daniel Peterson
A small group like his may have been subject to
being taken captive and becoming slaves. They were of
different religious faith obviously than the people that
The Desert Crossing

The Liahona becomes their guide. They’ve left the
incense trail, and now they’re on their own. Going
through what is called now the Empty Quarter. When
you combined the heat of the desert with the wind that
would bring a sandstorm, I can’t imagine anything that
would be more stressful, more difficult to deal with, as
you curled up next to a camel with your cloak over your
face and tried to wait it out.
Ann Madsen
You’ll deal with the threat of sands which can cover
or even kill anyone; when they come, they come very
strongly.
Yusuf Abdullah
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The reality of an environment that is always there,
always hostile, is something that is so hard for the modern
reader to appreciate. But it constituted the basic reality
with which Nephi and his family struggled day after day.
Noel Reynolds

Far left: Wadi Rum.

We often say it is darkest just before the dawn; we
sometimes think that some of our greatest blessings come
after some of our most difficult trials. This was exactly
what happened at the end of this desert journey.
Ann Madsen
I guess the most difficult part of life isn’t meeting the
crises—the huge dramatic events—it is the daily grind
that you can’t see coming to an end. Probably the hardest
part of the journey was that—day after day, not knowing
if it is going to end in a good way, and it just goes on;
they can’t cook their meat, and the bickering probably
continued. That’s the refiner’s fire for all of us. And that’s
probably where the character of Nephi, Sam, Jacob,
Joseph, Lehi, and Sariah were burnished. And that’s
where all of us show our mettle.
Virginia Pearce
Given the conditions that we know exist in the
deserts of Arabia, and given their point of view, one
cannot blame in a way members of the family who
came through here and saw nothing but heat, sand,
flies, scorpions. It is only with the eye of faith, the eye
The Desert Crossing

of testimony that a person could go through this sort of
experience, survive it, and come out a better person.
This desert crossing was a furnace of afflictions,
which made them humble. I think that this was the
place which tried the souls of people and proved them,
whether they were on the Lord’s side or not. Some of
the members of the family did fine. They were proud
people from Jerusalem, Israelites, members of God’s
people, but they swallowed their pride, accepted what the
Lord offered them and went on. There were others who
couldn’t, wouldn’t, and for them this must have been a
horrific trial. Yet for those who would pass the test, God
had formed them in His crucible, had shaped them and
molded them so that they were ready to begin another
people of God.
Kent Brown
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Meeting People on the Journey
One of the most intriguing geographical notes that
Nephi makes in his narrative of the movement of his
family through this part of the world has to do with the
name Nahom, but it also has to do with the eastward
turn. It seems as though Nephi’s note about the eastward
turn tells us (1) that his family is traveling along or
shadowing the Incense Trail and (2) that he knew about
this key turn.
From the Nahom tribal area eastward, the family will
run into Marib. That’s where they’ll come, that’s where all
the roads are going. And they would come to this grand
city. In antiquity, Marib was one of the most important
cities in the world.
This was one of the
most important stops
on the fabled Incense
Trail. Marib also
became the city of one
of the most famous
temples known in the
ancient world, the
so-called Mahram
Bilqis, named after the
legendary Queen of
Sheba.
Kent Brown
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When they were far away from Jerusalem, when
they were not afraid of being pursued, and thought they
were safe from the political situation in Jerusalem; they
wouldn’t have felt so wary of having human interactions
with people there, in fact they would have welcomed it.
So my bet is that they probably did go into the towns to
seek supplies.
Daniel Peterson
It’s interesting that we don’t find accounts of Lehi
interacting with anybody in Arabia. We do however find
accounts of him knowing names of certain places. That
implies they interacted with other people who told them
what the name of the place was.
William Hamblin
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Ships

T

ypes of Vessels in Nephi’s Time

One of the clearest indicators of shipping
along the southern coast of Arabia comes in the
form of cave paintings, which are perhaps as old as the
middle of the first millennium bc. They show us that
there are already goods moving along this coast in ships
and in boats. This is an important place of trade.
The fact that some of the cave paintings are dated
to an era approximately the same time that Nephi and
his brothers are building the ship shows us that there
is already a certain amount of shipping along this
coast. And it hints that there are people with skills to
repair watercraft. We don’t know whether there was a
shipbuilding industry, but certainly people had skills
and tools to repair watercraft that became damaged
and needed repair. It is possible that Nephi may have
observed repair operations along the coastline when
ships and barges were in trouble. It is hard to know from
paintings whether or not we’re looking at a plank boat or

Cave drawing near Khorori, showing a masted ship.
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a reed boat—one that’s been wrapped or sewn together.
But it is clear that the construction includes a single
mainmast so that it was wind driven. And that’s the very
thing we’re looking at with Nephi’s ship. It was a winddriven vessel.
Kent Brown
The ships that we know that they were using at the
time in the region are most likely to have been shallowdraft vessels that were used just for going along the coast
rather than deep-draft vessels that you would use in the
open ocean. Now most of the trade along that region was
by ships that would hug the coast and go from Dhofar
over to Yemen. So Nephi would have seen the types of
ships that they were using there, and obviously he built
a different kind of vessel than what he was probably
observing.
David Johnson
In the time of Nephi most of the trading was
done by sea. These vessels came from all over the
eastern Mediterranean, some even from the western
Mediterranean. Also traveling through the Aqaba
region, Nephi would have seen vessels. These were
probably very different because of the stillness of the
waters that they were traveling in and the different loads
that they had to carry.
We must recognize that Nephi had some empirical
shipbuilding knowledge. He must have seen ships being
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constructed on his journeys. Perhaps Egyptians vessels,
perhaps Phoenician vessels, maybe he even saw some of
the ancient Greek trading vessels that were larger, could
carry more goods, and consequently more people.
Historians have shown us three major shipbuilding
techniques in use in the eastern Mediterranean at the time.
The Egyptians had a specific technique that went all the
way back to the Old Kingdom. Very few technological
changes were made in their vessels, but they could go long
distances over open Mediterranean waters.
The Greeks had the most advanced shipbuilding
industry for merchants. Their vessels, while confined
by the technological limitations of their construction
methods, were still quite deep, could carry large amounts
of cargo, and traveled over large expanses of water on the
Mediterranean.
There’s also the tradition of shipbuilding that
occurred in the Persian Empire, on the eastern coast of
the Arabian Peninsula. This tradition was very distinct,
largely because of the necessity to travel up and down
the Mesopotamian rivers and to travel through the
Arabian gulf and into the regions around India. A large
amount of trade went between India and the Arabian
coast. So perhaps we need to actually enter a fourth area
of technological development within shipbuilding and
construction, and that would include the Indians.
There were what we call bundle boats, which were
reeds gathered together and bundled to make pontoons
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that were then put together to form a raft. We know that
there were hide ships as well.
The ship, as a technological device, was the greatest
technology that man could build at this time, or any time
throughout man’s history. What a feat it was for Nephi to
actually undertake this activity. When one thinks about
technological innovations, we think generally about
smaller things that are labor-saving devices such as the
plow, the water screw, something along those lines in the
ancient world. With the ship, we’re talking about not just
a transportation device but a transportation and cargo
device for large numbers of people, large amounts of
cargo, over large distances. There is not just the working
of timbers, or the construction of the vessel itself, but
also the construction of the ancillary parts of the vessel.
The housing elements—the holds, the sails, the masts—
all has to be taken into consideration. There’s not just one
innovation but many innovations on a ship of this size
and importance in the ancient world.
Just working with the wood is impressive enough,
but when you consider working with the chemical sealant
to seal the wood, and the science and mathematics
needed to actually build the vessels, it is nothing short of
miraculous.
We know that Nephi never doubted when the Lord
told him to build a naval vessel. We know, however,
that his brothers were full of doubt. Certainly, they
recognized that Nephi was not a trained shipbuilder.
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He had never undertaken any kind of shipbuilding
apprenticeship, and perhaps they recognized that the
shipbuilders on the southern coast of Arabia did not
have the capabilities, because of the
type of society they were, to actually
construct the type of ship that Nephi
was describing to them.
We know that, at the end,
Laman looks at the vessel and goes,
“Wow! That’s pretty awesome, you’ve
done a pretty good job” (see 1 Nephi
18:4). To get a compliment from his
brother, that must have been a pretty
impressive vessel.
Kelly DeVries
Kelly DeVries.

There’s a clear indicator in the
language of 1 Nephi 17, that Nephi received a vision of
his ship. He doesn’t give us any details about it, and he
actually leaves it silent. It is in the telling of the story that
we learn this.
Kent Brown

Not After the Manner of Man
We know more about what Nephi’s ship was not,
than about what it was because of this phrase “not after
the manner of men” (1 Nephi 18:2). What does that
mean? Does it mean that the ships that were built in
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Egypt, Greece, and Arabia, were not going to be copied?
This is a real question that may never be answered. We
do, however, know that certain technological changes
needed to be made in the vessels of the period to allow
Nephi to cross open ocean. If one looks two thousand
years later at Columbus’s ships, we know that there were
four technological changes that had to be made before
Columbus could set sail. The first of these was a compass.
Well, the Liahona took care of that. Then there were
changes to the rudder, the sails, and the hull. Of these,
the most important was the hull. Columbus’s ships had
to be deep, and they had to be tall. They had to be able to
withstand the large swells of the Atlantic Ocean. Nephi’s
ship had to be able to handle the large swells of the
Pacific Ocean. The ships made in the Mediterranean at
that time could not have done so.
Of course we are still only speculating that “not
after the manner of men” may mean the technological
changes. It is interesting that Nephi actually talks so
much about the technology—the building and use of
the tools and the timbers that were made of a curious
workmanship. So one can speculate that this is what
Nephi is talking about when he says “not after the
manner of men,” but it may not be. It may, in fact,
be something completely different that we do not
understand.
Too often we look at premodern technologies
through modern eyes. We focus on the idea of time,

Building the skeleton
first would have meant
that Nephi’s ship could
have been taller and also
deeper into the water.
It could also have been
multidecked, thus giving
far more room below
decks to house people and
also to store food.
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speed, and space—luxuries to premodern peoples.
Premodern technology was much more utilitarian. And
so the notion that you needed to have a large amount of
space for a family or a single person was simply not the
case. It is interesting to look at the vessels that were used
during the Napoleonic wars and how close the various
sailors lived in their quarters. And, of course, they shared
hammocks. I think we have to think about Nephi’s vessel
in his time, not ours.
So what do we understand about the shipbuilding
of the time? Would that help us know what type of ship
Nephi is constructing?
Kelly DeVries

The Hull
The plank ships at this time were built in what is
known as the “clinker method,” which is to suggest
that the hull is constructed before the skeleton is. The
planks were put together in overlapping form and nailed
together or, frequently, they were put together with
mortise and tenon, one on top of the other.
What finally took Columbus’s ships across the
Atlantic was a deep tall hull that had to be built skeleton
first. This was not done regularly at the time of Nephi.
Building the skeleton first would have meant that
Nephi’s ship could have been taller and also deeper into
the water. It could also have been multidecked, thus
giving far more room below decks to house people and
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also to store food. This also means that the vessel did not
need to be as long as it would if it had been narrow and
hull construction only—clinker construction.

A boat reﬂecting an Egyptian design.

Is this what Nephi means when he says that he did
not build it after the manner of men? The manner of men
was building the hull first and then adding the skeleton.
That Nephi turned it around and built the skeleton first
and then added the hull would be the same innovation
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that would ultimately take the ships across the Atlantic in
the age of the sail.
This might mean that Nephi made the ship round,
which you can do using the skeleton construction first.
That roundness might have meant that he could have
shortened the ship considerably. And noting that he
only had one large sail, as was conventional at the time,
he would have needed to make a shorter vessel because
a long ship can simply not be propelled by a single long
sail. If this ship was built round and wide, it need not
have been longer than 35 or 40 feet. We know that later
on the Viking vessels are estimated to have had one foot
per warrior designated on that vessel. That meant that for
40 people, you would need a vessel that was 20 feet long.
That’s a pretty cramped style. And perhaps Nephi and
his family would not have wanted to be this cramped.
On the other hand, space is a modern luxury. We know
that premodern peoples did not have the concerns
about space that we do. And so we cannot imagine that
they would have needed a very large vessel to take this
utilitarian mission of traveling from one place to the
next.
The hardest thing to understand in premodern
shipbuilding is exactly what those types of ships were
like. Most of the examples we have are illustrations or
excavated wrecks. And in most of those cases, we see
ships that are singular; there are no others that look
exactly like that ship. The historian of technology has to
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decide whether this ship a single example, or if we can
extrapolate an entire fleet of these types of ships. In the
case of Nephi’s vessel, we have several precursors from
which we can borrow pieces of technology. Mixing that
with what we know he would have had to do to make
the vessel oceanworthy, to go through the large swells
that are created on the ocean, we can put together what
the ship must have looked like in order to make this
voyage.
Kelly DeVries

Tools and Working the Wood
One of the points that Nephi makes is that he refines
ore to make tools (1 Nephi 17:9–10, 16). Presumably
these tools were iron tools. He doesn’t tell us that the
tools were any different from what he’d seen in the
north, which would have been a series of axes, wedges,
and chisels—all basically metal objects that could be
sharpened to use to cut trees. Saws were not used at the
time, nor, in fact, would it have been beneficial to use a
saw to cut much of the wood. Cutting planks using axes
created flexibility in the timber that could not have been
acquired using a saw. Flexibility meant that the wood was
far more durable. Nephi may well have been doing this,
and as such, built a ship that could have withstood the
pressure of the waves on the open ocean.
It is a modern concept that we need to have wood
that is equal on both sides and that somehow forms a
Ships

rectangle at the end. In fact, that’s not how premodern
shipbuilders used timber. They would cut the wood in
a wedge shape, somewhat narrower at the bottom than
the top. This is a curious idea, unless you understand
that they are cutting into the tree in order to get that
soft flexible core that would insinuate itself on the
entire plank and allow for this flexibility. It is a brilliant

The entire vessel itself would be waterproofed. That’s always the most
difficult thing, but we have good evidence that in the Arabian Peninsula
shipbuilders used a bitumen substance to create the water sealing that
needed to cover all of the hull. And it was very effective.

technique that we did not understand until we were
actually able to look at some excavations of ships.
If you imagine that you cut down a tree, let’s say a
large cedar, to keep it in Nephi’s time, and you laid it
down and then wanted to make planks from it. Do you
in fact cut the tree into a cube? That’s what you would
do if you had a saw. Or do you use the roundness of the
tree and simply cut into it with an ax, making triangular

83

planks in almost a pie shape all the way around the tree.
This is the method that appears to have been used by
premodern shipbuilders. As such, they preserve that
softer, wetter core that is the most flexible part.
Kelly DeVries

How Nephi’s Ship Was Held Together
There were several different ancient techniques
for holding a ship together. Plank vessels were often
sewn with ropes. The entire vessel itself would be
waterproofed. That’s always the most difficult thing, but
we have good evidence that in the Arabian Peninsula
shipbuilders used a bitumen substance to create the water
sealing that needed to cover all of the hull. And it was
very effective. Bitumen could be found locally and in
abundance in that region. It was mixed together with sap
and other substances to create the glue. This would make
the vessel quite seaworthy.
Kelly DeVries

The Type of Wood

Acacia tree.
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Nephi almost immediately talks about the timber
when he starts describing the construction (1 Nephi
18:1–2). The timber would have been the most important
facet of any plank vessel. But where did Nephi get the
timber? And what kind was it? We know it was of curious
workmanship, but we don’t know the type it was, nor do
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Tropical forest at Wadi Sayq.

Ships

85

we know if he got it from the local
region or had to go somewhere
else. It says that he went forth to
gather the timber. Does that mean
that he went into the wooded areas
surrounding the region that he was
building the ship in? Or did he go
further, perhaps to the northeast
coast where trading vessels from
India are known to have come and
brought wood?
Archaeologists estimate that
four types of wood were being used
in constructing vessels in this period of time and in
this area. These were palm, teak, cedar, and mulberry.
Palm and mulberry, and sometimes
cedar, were grown in the region of
southern Arabia. Teak was not and
had to be brought from India. We
can exclude palm, which is quite
buoyant, but is not very sturdy and
would not have survived the ocean
journey. Cedar, mulberry, and teak
were all possibilities.
Kelly DeVries

Above: Gary I. Baird
Below: Terry B. Ball

The question naturally arises
about timbers for an oceangoing
vessel. They have to be tough; they
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have to be strong. We know the people in this part of
the world, certainly in the north, the shipbuilders in the
north were already importing teak woods from India.
Nephi does say in his narrative, after he mentions
timbers, “We went forth” (1 Nephi 18:1), so it leads me
to believe that they actually went up into the forests and
surrounding woods, and that’s where they selected their
woods to use in the ship.
Kent Brown
In this region, there is a unique group of trees which
are often referred to as umbrella trees that grow quite
tall with a straight trunk and have long been known as
a source of highly valued timber for the local people.
Potentially some of those could have been used.
Gary Baird
There are many different kinds of acacia that grow
there; it is a very strong wood and would have made
excellent wood for the ribs.
Terry Ball

The Keel
In premodern shipbuilding the keel was not as
important as it would be later in the age of the sail. But
it still was the centerpiece—the strongest and heaviest
piece—of the construction. It had to be the most durable
piece since it had all of the hull resting on it. And the
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resulting pressure meant that the wood had to be hard. All
three woods, mulberry, teak, and cedar, could have formed
a keel. Typically, a single tree would be used to form the
keel. However, that depended on the size of the vessel.

Decks
Merchant vessels in the Mediterranean had decks,
sometimes more than one, but at least a deck upon which
everyone worked or a deck for the cargo. Nephi would
have had no problem making a decked ship. He would
have known about them, he would have seen them, and it
would have been logical both to carry the family and the
cargo to sustain his journey.

Sails
Nephi mentions nothing about the sails themselves,
although he does tell us that he sailed the vessel (1 Nephi
18:8), so they probably were not different. They did not
have either the curious workmanship or the difference
that he ascribes to the vessel itself. It must have had a
large rectangular sail.
Sails were made at this time from many different
cloths and other substances. We know, for example, that
in the Far East sailors were using silk. In India they were
using flax and silk. Wool was used in ancient Greece, and
the Egyptians used flax. There were also fibers that could
be taken from the palms themselves, or from fronds,
that when tightly woven were quite flexible and could
Ships

create a sail—perhaps not one that we envision, but one
that would be very effective in catching the wind and
propelling the boat.
We know that these rectangular sails were more
than simple propulsion devices. They could in fact
be manipulated by gathering the rigging together,
pulling the sail shut, and allowing a pocket of air to be
used, rather than a full sail of air. This would allow for
maneuverability at the time over even the roughest of
waters.
Kelly DeVries

Rigging
There is a small dwarf palm that grows in the
mountains of the Dhofar region of Oman that makes
an excellent cordage. One of the unique features of that
particular type of rope is that unlike other ropes, which
degrade when exposed to water, the dwarf palm rope
actually strengthens and toughens when exposed to water.
Gary Baird
Rope and cordage, of course, were made with
these same types of fibers. We actually have a fairly
good knowledge of rigging in these premodern vessels
despite the fact that none of the ropes have been found
in underwater excavations. All the illustrations from
antiquity very nicely depict the rigging of these sails. It is
easy to recognize that these were very skilled shipbuilders
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Dual rudder system.
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and sailors. They knew how to take a sail up, and they
knew how to take it down. Both efforts needed quickness
that we really don’t comprehend, because if a large storm
comes on and the sail is up, that ship will founder and go
to the bottom. So the sail needs to be retracted quickly.
The retraction of sails such as these had to be done by the
rigging, and the rigging that we see in the illustrations is
very impressive and very effective.
The pulley as a technology has no place in
shipbuilding at this time. The problem is knowing exactly
when the pulley was invented. But it wasn’t used in
ships as often as simple ropes were, and it appears that
sails were simply gathered and raised by using the ropes
themselves.
Kelly DeVries

Masts
One of the problems of considering a ship that is
even over a hundred feet long is that the mast would have
had to be huge, enormous. Later on, in the age of sails,
vessels that are over a hundred feet long have masts that
would take two or three sails each just to push such a
heavy boat along. In the case of judging Nephi’s ship to
be a smaller size, we again envision the rectangular sails
that we see in the illustrations of the period. The sail and
the mast need not be more than 20 or 30 feet high.
Of course, the mast does not just sit on the deck, it
actually goes all the way down to the keel; depending
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upon how tall Nephi’s ship is, you have to actually add
the distance between the keel and the top deck to the
mast itself. He would have needed a very large tree for
the mast.
Kelly DeVries

The Rudder
All of the ships that we see in the region, during this
period, have either single or dual rudder systems that run
down the side of the ship near the stern. These are rather
large rudders; they go quite deep into the water, and are
steered by one or more men on top. The rudder was of
huge importance while sailing over open seas, because
it was the rudder that would be used to tack the vessel
to pick up wind, or to get it out of danger if a squall
suddenly came up. If you did not have efficient rudders,
the ship would founder. In the case of Nephi, we cannot
assume a sternpost rudder. That innovation made the age
of sail possible. But, depending upon the size of the vessel
and the size of the sail, two side-post rudders that could
go deep in the water would be maneuverable enough. He
would not be able to turn on a dime, as the sailors later
on would, but he could turn in a very fast fashion and
remove himself from any danger on the open seas.
The size of the vessel, the size of the sail, and how
deep the rudder was in the ocean, meant that a sailor
would need enormous strength in order to turn the
rudder and the ship. At a certain point the ship simply
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becomes too large to allow that type of rudder to be used
in open ocean travel. Nephi’s rudder system tells me that
the ship was not that large. Further, when we look at
Nephi’s ship, he must have had the dual rudder system.
A single rudder would not have been able to control a
vessel on the open ocean.
Kelly DeVries

Most people’s perception
of Nephi’s voyage is that
his party boarded the
ship and sailed straight to
the New World. Nothing
in-between. That’s simply
not the case. In fact, it
doesn’t seem logical they
could have made the
journey without stopping.

The Anchor
All vessels at that time had anchors. Anchors go way
back in time, probably the first technological device.
You certainly don’t want your ship to float off with the
tides. Anchors were of various types. Most of them
consisted of stones. Stones would be tied together and
put on the ship hull, and then dropped when necessary.
How deep the water is dictates how much rope you
need and how heavy the anchor must be. The ship’s size
also necessitates a heavier anchor, or maybe multiple
anchors. Nephi probably used multiple anchors, and that
gives him the advantage of dropping a single anchor in
shallower water or dropping two or three or even four
anchors in deeper water.
Kelly DeVries

Onboard Safety
Probably none of Nephi’s travelers were hardened
sailors. His party consisted of a large number of children,
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women, and some men who were getting older and
frailer. All of this has to be taken into consideration as
far as safety is concerned, because a ship, no matter what
size, can be hit by a swell which would then drench the
deck and carry almost anything across and off it. We
know that sailors used stay ropes to tie themselves to a
vessel, even this early. And passengers could do that as
well of course. But if there were any weather difficulties,
anyone who would have had difficulty on deck during the
storm would be below deck.
Kelly DeVries

Pumping Water
A critical question about premodern ships on
oceangoing voyages is how did travelers remove water
from a vessel after a wave has washed over it. We actually
have evidence of pumps being used on board vessels all
the way back to 1000 bc. And it is very possible, although
Nephi never mentions it, that a small pump would have
been used to pump out excess water. Obviously this was
a man-operated pump, and perhaps only a little more
effective than a bucket. But it did move the water out
of the vessel. A person needed to do that constantly.
Premodern sailors often spent much of their day
removing water from their ships.
Kelly DeVries
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Drinking Water

Food and Water Storage

One of the most important aspects of premodern
navigation is the need to resupply. Ships did not move
fast, because they did not need to. But they did need to
resupply. One could not carry enough water or food on
board a ship to last an entire voyage.
Most people’s perception of Nephi’s voyage is that
his party boarded the ship and sailed straight to the New
World. Nothing in-between. That’s simply not the case.
In fact, it doesn’t seem logical they could have made the
journey without stopping. Nephi would have needed to
stop and resupply along the route, obtaining fresh water
and food. However, there are parts of this journey where
he could not have done so.
We also know that in some ships of this time, cisterns
were constructed by using the sails and allowing the
rainwater to gather in the sails and then to be drained
into amphorae, buckets, or other vessels that kept the
water safe and away from saltwater. This is one of the
ways that Nephi was able to replenish his water supply
for the journey.
The Persians at the time called these storage jars
foosta, the Greeks called them amphorae. They were
simply large, narrow ceramic jugs that could preserve
food and water in a way that would not deteriorate, even
during a long journey.
Kelly DeVries

Evidence from excavations in the Mediterranean
basin suggest that the vessels held the fresh water and
food for the crew would have been kept in the deepest
part of the hold, which is also the coolest part of the
ship—constantly under water. Thus, the ceramic vessels
themselves would have worked almost like refrigerators.
The nice thing about ceramic is you can make it
practically everywhere. A firing oven does not need to be
as hot as, say, an oven that can melt metal. We know that
Nephi was able to melt metal, so he had the capability of
building ovens that would easily fire ceramic vessels.
Kelly DeVries
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Sailing the Ship
At the end of the process everyone
was impressed, including and especially
those who resisted helping Nephi early
on. They all thought it was terrific. Nephi
said, “They humbled themselves before
the Lord” (1 Nephi 18:4). They saw, at
least momentarily, the Lord’s hand in the
construction of this wondrous vessel, which
was now going to take them across the huge
waters to their promised land.
Kent Brown
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After we get over the simple awe that Nephi could
have built such a technological device with such limited
knowledge, then we have to make him the captain of
the ship. We have to say, “Okay Nephi, now you have
to sail the ship. You have to be the captain.” No one else
there knew how to sail it. Nephi did. He was directed by
the Liahona, but he had to trim the sails, put the sails
up, keep the vessel going straight, know how to tack,
and know how to get out of a squall. He also needed to
bring the ship close enough to shore to resupply it. All of
those things were done by master seamen, who had been
apprentices for long periods of time, sometimes from
childhood.
Nephi’s bravery is something else. His knowledge
of seamanship becomes something significant, and no
doubt divinely inspired. Does
this mean that Nephi launched
the ship and rode up and down
the coast for a little bit getting
used to it? I would think so. It
was a means whereby he could
have learned how to sail more
effectively, and with divine
inspiration. But practice would
have made perfect. Laman is
surprised at the vessel and is awed
by his brother’s achievement. It
seems that his brothers probably

John L. Sorenson.
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would have assisted Nephi in the sailing. Other people,
such as the women, could have as well.
Kelly DeVries

The Route
When they left the Arabian Peninsula, the land of
Bountiful, if they followed the course that later Arab
sailors followed, they would have gone virtually straight
east across the Indian Ocean. And that required that it was
during the season of the monsoon, when winds are from
the south but veering over toward the Indian Peninsula.
John Sorenson
Nephi, no doubt, kept close to shore when he could.
This was not something that was just tradition among
shippers, this was for safety and for resupply purposes.
Kelly DeVries
You come to a strait, around Sri Lanka today. Then
you go in the eastern part of the Indian Ocean, over to
the Thailand and Malaysian Peninsula.
The place where the westerly winds caused by El
Niño would go would be mostly south of the equator.
Hawaii is too far north; Fiji, a possibility; New Caledonia,
a good possibility—to the south of Fiji and over to
southern Polynesia, the Cook Islands, Tahiti or some of
the associated islands.
John Sorenson
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When Nephi gets to the islands of the South Pacific,
he can make small jumps between these islands. And
then he has to make the jump to the New World, and that
would have been the most frightening part. That’s when
the bravery and seamanship comes in. There’s no island
for refuge.
Kelly DeVries
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My view is that they landed on the coast of
Guatemala. Possibly El Salvador, but I can’t come any
closer than that.
John Sorenson
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The Promised Land

W

hen I think about Joseph Smith

translating this work, the golden plates,
using the Urim and Thummim, and
discovering Nephi making that journey and meeting
those challenges year after year, day after day, I think
he must have resonated to this man. He may have had
a glimpse of his future, of meeting difficulties, day after
day, and sensing within himself this grand mission that
the Lord had for him, just as he had for Nephi.
Virginia Pearce

Coast of Guatemala.

I think, in examining the story of Lehi, that we have
to understand the price that they were willing to pay. It
is a tremendously inspiring story, as Nephi says, to go
forward not knowing beforehand what he is supposed to
do, believing he would be told by the Lord (1 Nephi 3:7).

The Promised Land
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That’s the story. It is a leap of faith to move forward
confident that the Lord is going to see things through
for you, but not knowing exactly how it will happen.
And in a way that’s a metaphor for our lives. We have
confidence in the Lord, not because we have specific
data on how it will work out, but that it will work out.

Now I believe what they felt on that arrival day wasn’t just
that here is solid land as promised. I believe they also felt the very
presence, approval, and even benediction as it were, almost
like that hand of heaven is saying, “Yes, my sons, my daughters,
we are now bound together in fulfillment.”
—Truman G. Madsen

We have to be willing to follow; we have to be willing
to step out. It is also a metaphor I suppose for faith and
works. If Lehi had simply said, “Yes, I believe all this.
Thank you,” it wouldn’t have taken him very far, literally
and metaphorically. He would have been there when the
destruction of the city happened. He would have been
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carted off. He might have been killed. He had to not only
believe, he had to take a step, and it was a drastic step in
his case. But there’s inspiration for us in that too—that
you have to believe what the Lord says; you have to
believe his promises; you have to act on them. And then
the result of that is tremendously great blessings. Lehi
gets a land, a promised land above all other lands. He
would not have qualified if he hadn’t stepped out into the
desert for a long time and taken his family out into really
uncomfortable circumstances. They had to cross the
ocean, something they never imagined doing, and then
they were given the land of promise, but not before.
Daniel Peterson
The very phrase Promised Land carries the point that
it is not here yet. It is still a promise. Once you are there,
it is the arrived land. Lehi not only envisions the outcome
and the prophetic destiny of the land, but he also has a
vision of those who will inhabit it. He even prophesies
that no one will come to it unless they are led to it by
the hand of God (2 Nephi 1:5–6). On the other hand,
he prophesies that if they will not have as their God the
God of the land—the promised and choice land—who is
Jesus Christ, then the very promises will become a curse.
And the people will, when they ripen in iniquity, be
swept off (2 Nephi 1:7). Well, all that had to be written in
Lehi’s heart. And he knows that they had been led by the
hand of God, and not only led, they had been protected
and preserved against all odds (2 Nephi 1:24). So there
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The Promised Land
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is the contrast again between
apprehension and anxiety, and,
will we make it? and then, we have
made it. The promises are now
underway and in fulfillment.
Lehi dies without the complete
sight of the fulfilment of his vision.
But his children must have wanted
to kiss the very ground, sensing
not just deliverance from the
raging sea or from all the prior
struggles, but, now we are here.
How many times is the word
prosper used in these visionary glimpses? We take the
word prosper to mean “wealth.” It usually includes that,
but the contrast is, if you keep my commandments you
will prosper. Or, if you don’t, you will be cut off from the
presence of the Lord. Now I believe what they felt on that
arrival day wasn’t just that here is solid land as promised.
I believe they also felt the very presence, approval, and
even benediction as it were, almost like that hand of
heaven is saying, “Yes, my sons, my daughters, we are
now bound together in fulfillment.” I like the word
fulfillment. It, I believe, on the one hand means, fulfilling
in the sense of the completion. But it also means feelfull-ment: they were filled with the joy of the Lord. Nephi
uses that expression for himself. He, meaning Christ, had
filled me with his love unto the consuming of my flesh

Truman G. Madsen.

100

(2 Nephi 4:21). The burning and transformation feeling
of divine approval.
Truman Madsen
The family arrives finally in their promised land.
They are so happy to get off that ship that we don’t read
of anything in the account that has to do with maritime
activity for centuries. They seem to have completely
lost their interest in sailing, at least the first and second
generations. They had had enough of water travel.
Now the family is in their promised land, and for a
while they must have been euphoric. They find wild game
in the forest which fit their rules for animals that they
can eat. They plant the first crops, which come up and do
well (1 Nephi 18:24). We do not know what the second
planting yielded them, but the first one was terrific.
Then one senses that the tensions that were with them at
various stages of the journey now are rearing their heads,
and this problem presses down on Lehi and Sariah to
keep a lid on this sort of thing.
In my mind’s eye, I see these people coming off that
ship, falling on their knees on the sand, and thanking the
Lord for bringing them to this place. They are now ready
to start a new people of God.
Kent Brown
Having left the Middle East under more or less desert
conditions—Bountiful in south Arabia may have been
relatively moist and forested, but it certainly was not a
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tropical jungle—they are still basically desert-oriented,
arid-oriented, when they get off the ship, regardless
of what experiences on islands they might have had
on the way across the ocean. When they came ashore
they would have been in a very different, dramatically
disjunctive environment.
Landing on a tropical coast was just the other side of
the coin from what they had to do when they went into
the Arabian wilderness from Jerusalem. It is a repetition
of a kind of instruction from the Lord: “You cannot
count on culture. Culture will not hack it. You have to
follow me.”
John Sorenson
As I think of Lehi and his family, I wonder how they
must feel today as they recall the vicissitudes of their
lives, the misery that they suffered, their obedience and
sometimes disobedience and then obedience again, to
the God that they worshiped and loved. How do they
feel, when they realize that this is their story—a book
about them—that has become such a magnificent witness
for the Lord Jesus Christ in our day. This family who
had a Liahona and finally learned that it worked by faith,
have much to teach us. Their history becomes a tool in
our lives to get through our wilderness—to find our way
back to the tree of life that Lehi saw and the presence of a
Heavenly Father who loves all his children.
Ann Madsen
The Promised Land
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The Prophet Joseph Smith

What Joseph Smith Could Not Have Known

I

t is impossible to imagine how a young

man like Joseph Smith could ever have painted
a picture as rich as this family and their journey.
This came from the Lord. To undertake this great work
depicting this family in crisis, with all of their different
personalities, and those personalities acting consistently
and interacting in consistent ways, and yet growing and
developing through the pages of this book, could never
be done, unless it were done through the Lord.
Virginia Pearce

Foundation stones of the temple at
Timna, Yemen.

It is very doubtful that Joseph Smith had much
knowledge of pre-Islamic Arabia, let alone Arabia in the
sixth- or seventh-century bc. There just was not much
available on such topics. There certainly wasn’t much
available in the area where Joseph Smith lived when the
Human remains wrapped in a leather pouch at the University of Sana"a Museum.
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Book of Mormon was produced. We have records of
what was in the Manchester Public Library for example.
There wasn’t much there. It was also a library that you
had to belong to by subscription—you had to pay. The
Smith family was generally not in a position to pay, and

Burial mound at Nahom.
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we have records showing they were not subscribers. So
he didn’t have access to that library. There was not much
in the library in Harmony, Pennsylvania either. There
isn’t anything there now. So the idea that Joseph Smith
was really well versed on pre-Islamic Arabian geography
or customs in the desert seems to me so ludicrous as to
simply be beyond belief.
There were some maps that were available in the
time of Joseph Smith, that show Nahom on the map in
Arabia. Whether they existed in America at the time,
is dubious. They did not exist in any known library of
the time. That Joseph Smith saw them is most unlikely.
Lucy Mack Smith says that of all her children, he was
the least inclined to read. He was not a studious kid
when he was growing up. She said he thought a lot, but
he didn’t read. And so, there’s no reason to believe he’d
even read the Bible, let alone abstruse works on preIslamic Arabian geography or customs which would
have been uncommon in the Americas in any event in
the early nineteenth century. So, it is not theoretically
inconceivable that he could have come across one of the
rare copies of this very rare map, but it is impossible to
imagine that was so.
Daniel Peterson
In trying to understand what Joseph Smith
could or could not have known about the events and
characteristics found in the Book of Mormon, we
have to understand the difference between the body of
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knowledge that is available to a society as a whole versus
what a particular individual knows. That is to say, in our
modern society people know how to make rockets that
can fly to the moon. That doesn’t mean that I personally
know how to do that. In our modern society there
are people who can do heart surgery; it doesn’t follow
that I know how to do that. And what you find when
people critique Joseph Smith is that they assume that
Joseph Smith knew everything that anyone everywhere
in the world knew at that particular time, which is
absurd. No one living at any period knows everything
that everybody knows. The critics’ method is to find
any type of source from which Joseph Smith might
conceivably have obtained information about Arabia and
then to say that because it is in the Book of Mormon,
Joseph must have known it. That’s a fairly weak and
shabby methodology if you want to try to find out what
Joseph Smith actually knew versus what someone else
somewhere else knew.
Joseph Smith lived in an ecological zone that was
completely different than Arabia. What he knew and
had experienced in his own life would tell him nothing
about what Arabia was like. This is most apparent in the
allegory of the olive tree where it describes in intimate
detail olive harvesting culture practices that Joseph
would have essentially no way of knowing about, or
experiencing in his own ecological zone, where olives
are not cultivated. The same principle applies with the
What Joseph Smith Could Not Have Known

Arabia trip. The essence of the
problem here is that the most
interesting things we find in the
Book of Mormon in relationship
to travel in Arabia are the
incidental details, not the most
obvious things of the story, the
little side comments that he just
threw in. Now if Joseph Smith
were attempting to fabricate the
Book of Mormon, and he was
using these types of sources, the
way he would have told the story
would have been to emphasize
what he had found in the nineteenth-century book, not
to include it as incidental detail. And we see exactly the
opposite. The incidentals are more revealing of what
is going on behind the scenes than are the expressed
things—things that are talked about by Nephi and Lehi.
In the case of Nahom, this is an Arabian place
name that the Book of Mormon claims is going to be
in a certain zone in Arabia at a certain period (1 Nephi
16:34). Now the chances of finding that exact name from
that exact time in that exact place by random chance are
just astronomical.
Joseph Smith, with a few years of grade school
education, is able to produce a book that is so complex
that it has attracted the attention of literally hundreds of

Inscribed panel on a votive altar from the Bar an
Temple near Marib, Yemen. The ﬁrst two letters
of Nahom are visible at the left.
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scholars over the course of 200 years who still can not
fully explain how this book was produced. When the
Book of Mormon was originally written, there was no
confirming linguistic, archaeological, or geographical
evidence of any sort that could confirm it. Since the
production of the Book of Mormon, we have come
up with literary, linguistic, religious, archaeological,
geographical, and other sorts of elements that point to
its authenticity. For a forged book, you would expect the
exact opposite to happen. The more time that passes, the
less evidence we would find to confirm it. Since that has
not occurred, it would indicate that the Book of Mormon
is authentic, because the more time that passes the more
evidence we have for it.
William Hamblin
Joseph Smith knew better than anyone else that he was
not the author of the Book of Mormon. It was something
that was given to him; the translation was given to him.
If he had been asked to translate things from the same
passage the day after he finished, he would not have been
able to do it. The English words were given to him as
he translated. Joseph understood very well that he did
not know much about the actual history reflected in the
Book of Mormon. Throughout his life he was known to
ask questions about aspects of the Book of Mormon, to
speculate on where it might have occurred. In the 1840s
in Nauvoo, Joseph and others were speculating that
maybe the Mayan ruins in the Mexican and Guatemalan

The grand staircase and entry at the Temple of
Bar an at Marib, Yemen.
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Noel B. Reynolds.

jungles were cities from the Nephite times. They had, at
other times, speculated about other locations. So Joseph
does not claim to know the answers to these questions.
What he did claim was that this was given to him by God.
For whatever reason he had been selected and this was
God’s book. He and others who associated with him in
bringing that book forth consistently bore that testimony
throughout their lives. It was the message of the book
about the salvation of man that was most important to
him. And today, as we see this book gaining and growing
in its historical, cultural, and linguistic plausibility, we can
appreciate better the importance of taking the religious
claims of the book seriously.
Noel Reynolds
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John W. Welch.

Joseph Smith was a seer raised up who could see and
understand things far beyond his own cognition. Things
that he put into the Book of Mormon as translator are
things that were virtually unknown or unknowable to
him in upstate New York. The most amazing thing to me
is the way in which he was able to translate this book in
an incredibly short time. I calculate approximately 63
translating days were available for him to translate from
1 Nephi to the end of the book of Moroni. During the
time of translation there was no opportunity for Joseph
Smith to go to libraries, to do research, to even review
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or revise things that he had translated. The words were
written word after word, as they fell from his lips by
dictation. Those who were close to the process testify
that he did not even have any notes in front of him
as he performed the translation. This is an amazing,
miraculous accomplishment. Isaiah said that the Book of
Mormon would come forth as “a marvelous work and a
wonder” (Isaiah 29:14), those words can be translated “a
miraculous work and a miracle.” It was a real big miracle.
I like to think that Joseph Smith is quite amused at
the things that people are now finding about the Book
of Mormon. I imagine that he may be aware of some of
these new insights and discoveries that have come about
through archaeology and historical and literary research.
He must be amused. “Did I really put that into the Book
of Mormon?” I doubt he ever noticed these things. He
would have had no reason to ever notice them, and he
certainly never said anything indicating that he had seen
that or any of these other details. The witnesses tell us
that Joseph did not even know that the city of Jerusalem
had walls around it. Well if he did not know that there
was a wall around Jerusalem, he certainly did not know
that there was a city or a site out in Yemen called Nahom.
John Welch

Remains of the Temple at Wadi Rum.
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A Filmmaking Odyssey
by

peter johnson

C

ircled around the conference table in
October 2000 were expectant faces, about to
begin an adventure of a lifetime. Each person

on the film team for Journey of Faith had prepared, some
for months, to film key locations that Lehi and his family
would likely have crossed on their epic journey from

Justin Andrews and Brian Wilcox photographing
in the lagoon at Wadi Sayq.

Jerusalem to the Promised Land. Each was handpicked
because of his particular expertise, talent, and spirit. This
was the final meeting before flying to exotic Yemen, the
first of several Middle Eastern countries in which we
would film. Final details of travel, filming, culture, and
directorial instructions were on the agenda.

On the Trail with Journey of Faith
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Brian Wilcox sat across the table from me. Brian
was our director of photography and had already
distinguished himself as a man who would go to great
lengths to obtain the right shot for a film. This was
not the first time that we had worked together. Once
I wanted a shot with the camera on the surface of the
water just below a waterfall. We were shooting in the
midsummer heat in Oklahoma and Brian happily got in
the river and placed the camera. With his focus through

Steve DeVore, Kent Brown, Peter Johnson, and
Brian Wilcox looking for the perfect shot.
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the lens, he didn’t see what I did. From the riverbank
behind the camera, three water moccasins slithered into
the water, headed toward Brian. Despite my warnings
to get out of the river, he just told his assistant to keep
an eye on the snakes while he kept shooting. They swam
too close to Brian for me, but he got the shot and then
quickly climbed out of the water.
But it wasn’t only Brian’s commitment to working
hard in difficult conditions that put him on the team, it
was also his sense of capturing the dramatic moment. He,
of course, had great technical skill with the camera, but
his ability to capture the unexpected on film would make
our documentary memorable. If the sun came out of the
clouds with just the right light and color, Brian caught
it. A bird gliding in for a landing to create a perfect
composition for a shot, an animal suddenly scampering
by, or the wind blowing over tall grass in undulating
waves are moments that a less-experienced photographer
might miss. On this trip, we would have one chance at
capturing the right moments, and if we missed them, the
opportunity would likely never come again. Brian was a
perfect choice.
I found out later that Brian had dreamed of filming
in the Arabian Empty Quarter since childhood. His
emotional interest in this trip was high. With his gentle
and calming disposition, even in the midst of the
inevitable vicissitudes of film production, Brian would
bring confidence and excitement to the photography.
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The film crew was small since I wanted to move
quickly while filming, and our budget was limited. As I
looked into their faces, I knew we had a great team. Brian
quietly tapped a pencil, ready to get the show on the road.
Sitting next to him was his assistant cameraman, Kelly
Mecham, a man of wisdom, insight, talent, and skill. Kelly
and Brian had worked together for many years. They
were a strong team. They knew each other’s “shorthand”
and would work fast and efficiently. Kelly’s spirit and
personality simply made everyone feel comfortable and
reassured. He brought a sense of emotional strength to the
team, and we all knew we could count on him regardless
of what we might face on any given day.
Travis Allen had worked as a sound technician
for many years but had broadened his work to include
recording sound during the filming process. It was good
to have a soundman that also had experience and skill in
repairing sound equipment—just in case. We would be
on the far side of the world; there would be no chance of
running to a repair shop in the Arabian Desert.
An important member of the crew was the grip/
electrician, Justin Andrews. Justin was also qualified to
function as an assistant cameraman, but his primary
job was to make sure we had the right gear. Justin was
the youngest member of our team and his humor and
youthful observations brought lots of laughs. He already
had experience in filming internationally, and his
enthusiasm for this project raised our own expectations.
A Filmmaking Odyssey

He also had a second assignment for this production—to
obtain still photographs of our experience.
Each member of this small film team was a returned
missionary, a strong family man, active, and committed.
Each demonstrated a deep appreciation and love for the
Book of Mormon. Each loved his fellowman regardless of
religion or culture, and I had no concerns about how they
would respect and treat the very different people we would
meet. All were strong family men, and their priorities in
life were clear. This was not an ordinary film crew.
None of the crew had been to Yemen, and as we
looked over the large map of that ancient land, discussing
the various places we would film, our excitement grew.
Suddenly an assistant entered the conference room
and announced that there had been an attack on a US

Justin Andrews.

Kelly Mecham, Brian Wilcox, and
Justin Andrews.
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Navy ship named the USS Cole off the southern coast of
Yemen. We discussed this news for about ten minutes
when the phone rang and our authorities informed us
that we would not be allowed to make the trip until the
State Department and our own leaders felt that it would
be safe. The filming trip was abruptly cancelled. Our
excitement quickly turned to disappointment. We had
planned to make the film in about eight months, but
that eight months would stretch into years. When Lehi
and his family left Jerusalem and began their amazing
journey across Arabia, would their faith have been tested
even more if they had known that it would take them
eight years to cross that arid land?
Creating a motion picture combines faith with work
in a very direct way. Faith, because the creative process
never guarantees automatic success; work, because all
resources of one’s capacity are stretched—physical effort,
mental stress, spiritual reserves, emotional strength,
moral determination, and a simple resolve to do what has
to be done.
The challenges that inevitably follow the decision
to make a film crash upon filmmakers like relentless
waves from an oceanic storm surge. Wave after wave of
unsuspected obstacles can dampen and even drown the
most ardent creative aspirant. The making of Journey of
Faith was such an experience. From small day-to-day
problems to worldwide conflict, the filming effort was
constantly assaulted.

Kent Brown above Wadi Nahom.
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Key to the success of making the film was Dr. S.
Kent Brown. A distinguished professor and expert on
the ancient Near East, his support and enthusiasm for
the project was the one factor that kept us going. I met
Kent when producing colleague Steve DeVore and I

Kent immediately saw the value in the
film and became our lead scholar.
It was through his contacts in the
Middle East, and his dogged determination,
that doors, which seemed hermetically
sealed after the bombing of the Cole,
slowly started to open.

presented the idea of the film to FARMS (now part of
the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship
at Brigham Young University). Kent immediately saw
the value in the film and became our lead scholar. It was
through his contacts in the Middle East, and his dogged
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determination, that doors, which seemed hermetically
sealed after the bombing of the Cole, slowly started
to open. Years later, Steve DeVore described Kent as
our Nephi. No matter what obstacles or setbacks came
our way, it was his faith and the belief that this film
needed to be made that brought solutions to seemingly
insurmountable problems.
We actually wanted to make two films. Golden Road
was the other film and was intended to explore the
ancient incense trail. Known as the Frankincense Trail,
this amazing merchandising enterprise thrived for over
a thousand years. Frankincense, myrrh, and other goods
were transported by camel caravan from the southern
regions of Arabia through the modern countries of
Oman, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, the Mediterranean and
beyond. This commerce in incense created wealthy
communities and individuals along the trail. It was
enormously successful because incense was a highly
prized and necessary commodity. Anciently incense had
a variety of uses, but chief among them was the cleansing
of temples. The smoke from burning incense purified
temples of odors and created a pleasant atmosphere. Lehi’s
departure from Jerusalem took place when the incense
trade was flourishing. Nephi’s description of his family’s
journey seems to parallel that of the Frankincense Trail,
at least as far south as southern Yemen. So we wanted to
place Lehi’s epic Book of Mormon journey within what
we know of this historical trade route.
A Filmmaking Odyssey

Spice seller in the old city, Sana"a, Yemen.
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In September of 2001, we
finally received the green light to
commence photography on our
two documentaries, beginning in
Yemen. Political conditions seemed
settled enough that it appeared we
would be safe to travel in the remote
areas where we needed to film. To
my delight, my team of filmmakers
was still eager to be a part of this
experience. We traveled the long
30-hour plus journey to Sana"a,
the capital of Yemen and one of the
oldest cities in the world. We were
immediately engulfed in a world of
sights, sounds, and smells that gave
us a hint of what the ancient Middle
Eastern world would have been like.
In just a few hours we started to get
a strong sense of the world of Lehi.
The people of Yemen were friendly
and helpful; they apparently had
seen few Americans, which made us
something of a novelty.

Kelly Mecham, Brian Wilcox, and Peter Johnson in the
old city of Sana"a, Yemen.
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One of our first days of filming was in the ancient
Sana"a market. A crowd of people milled about the
shops, which offered many exotic goods from clothing
and spices to frankincense and myrrh. Strange-sounding
instruments produced unusual music. Sweet and savory
smells of different spices and burning incense wafted
through the air. The unfamiliar cadence and timbre of the
Arabic language surrounding us added to the reality that
we were in a very different world, a world that would have
been more familiar to our hero Nephi than it was to us.
The gate in the wall of the old city was particularly
photogenic, but we had no camera crane that allowed
us to move the camera through the gate and into the
crowd, which was the shot I wanted. We had to improvise.
Suddenly a man came by pulling a large cart and we knew
our problem was solved. With a few American dollars,
we persuaded him to let us use his cart. After mounting
the camera on the cart and hiring a few young men to
push the cart through the gate into the crowded market,
we got the shot and also attracted a large crowd. Children
especially were fascinated by our film camera and gear.
They chattered excitedly and wanted us to hire them to
carry equipment. In the midst of this excitement, I felt a
tap on my shoulder. I turned around to suddenly stare
face-to-face with a large snake! A young man, with a
nearly toothless smile, proudly held the snake inches away
from me and indicated he wanted me to use the snake in
the film. I’ve always had a horror of snakes, but I managed
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

to maintain my composure, smiled, and said, “No thank
you,” and quickly moved on, feeling an adrenalin surge
that only Indiana Jones could appreciate.
We were guests of the General Office of Antiquities
and our guide and chief Yemeni archaeologist was
Dr. Abdu Ghaleb Othman. Abdu had made all the incountry arrangements for our filming—particularly
permission to cross tribal lands. He was a pleasant
man and was eager to help us. He understood English

A Filmmaking Odyssey

Left: Old city street in Sana"a.
Below: Steve DeVore and Peter Johnson meet
new friends.
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very well and spoke with some fluency, though his
pronunciation was not always easy to understand. From
a directing standpoint, I tried to figure out ways to obtain
his commentary in understandable English. I tried to
slow down the rate of his delivery. This worked to a
degree, and most people seemed to understand him.

Right: Peter Johnson, Abdu Ghaleb Othman, and
Steve DeVore at the Wadi Hadramaut.
Below: Old city of Sana"a, Yemen.

Everything about the country of Yemen seemed
ancient and exotic; it was like going back in time. The
architecture is unique, with multistoried buildings, most
of which were topped with upturned triangular or horned
corners. Considerable patterns of design covered the
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buildings, which were trimmed in gleaming white. From
my perspective these attractive buildings were unique.
The people dress in traditional clothing, with hints
of modern influence. For example, the men wear either
a long one-piece dress or a shirt and skirt. But they often
wear an incongruous suitcoat or sport jacket over the
top. On their heads they wear scarves wrapped into a
turban. To wrap the scarf into a neat-looking turban took
skill that none of us could achieve. Virtually all the men,
especially outside of the city, wore a curved dagger, called
a jambia, directly in front at their waist. Slung from a
shoulder, they also carried automatic rifles, many of them
Russian-made Kalashnikovs. Yemen has one of the most
armed citizenry in the world. Even fourteen-year-old
boys brandish these weapons.
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At the time of Lehi, many different tribes populated
Arabia. Today, Yemen is still a tribal country. The central
government has certain power, but on tribal lands that
power is diminished and the tribes exert primary control.
Many of the customs that still prevail today come from
this traditional tribal culture. Anciently, a person would
not be allowed to cross tribal lands or
drink from a well on tribal territory
without permission, on the pain of death.
As we moved from the city to the
desert, we were joined by a Yemeni military
contingent of eighteen soldiers and a
couple of military vehicles. One was a
Toyota pickup with a .50-caliber machine
gun mounted on the back. Most of the
soldiers rode in the back of the pickup. One
stood with both hands on the handles of
the machine gun as we went down steep
switchback roads in the mountains and
along the flat, rocky desert that led to the
sand dunes. It was a strange sight, our
caravan of four Land Rovers carrying the
crew, equipment, and our scholars, with a military jeep in
the front and the machine-gun-toting Toyota truck in the
rear. We were moving through the same areas that Lehi
passed through, but our caravan was radically different.
Our Yemeni soldiers were young men assigned
to guard us. I wondered what they really thought of
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Left: One of the Yemeni drivers.
Below: The ﬁlm crew’s caravan with
military escort.
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Peter Johnson with the military escort.
Right: Peter Johnson with a Yemeni driver.

It was a strange sight,
our caravan of four Land
Rovers carrying the crew,
equipment, and our
scholars, with a military
jeep in the front and
the machine-gun-toting
Toyota truck in the rear.
We were moving through
the same areas that Lehi
passed through, but our
caravan was radically
different.
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us. Most were friendly, full of youthful interest and
fascination with their American “guests.” However, there
were a couple that never seemed to warm to us. They
always had a scowl on their faces, and I was shocked
when I shook hands in friendship when we met to see
these two look at me with malevolence. Not knowing
what the source of their ill feeling was, I simply took it as
a personal challenge to be their friend.
We had a Yemeni driver for each vehicle. They were
pleasant men, friendly enough and sometimes funny. My
driver was obsessed with Dolly Parton. We crossed the
great Arabian desert, keenly focused on Lehi’s journey,
but often with American country music resonating in the
background.

Since the incense trail was often tens of miles wide,
we never expected that we would be on the actual
steps that Lehi’s family took. However, because of the
topography, Nephi’s description of where they went,
and the sources of water, it was very likely that we were
often in the same general area. These were times that
caused us great reflection. I remember as we went down
a steep and rocky mountain pass toward the burial place
of Nahom, I soaked in the visual imagery. The sense of
closeness to that family’s amazing journey was powerful.
The account Nephi gives us in the first chapter of the
Book of Mormon became vividly real for us. No longer
an interesting scriptural story, the reality of their heavendirected journey inspired us each day.
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One of the first deeply thought-provoking locations
was Nahom. Only recently discovered, this ancient burial
ground was the place of great sorrow and trial for our
ancient traveling family. The burial mounds were all
around us, and, as we laid dolly track for a moving shot,
Abdu explained how the bodies were buried. He was
the first archaeologist to excavate mummies from this
site, and some of them dated to around 600 bc. We were
fascinated at the way these mummies were wrapped in
leather with their knees pulled up in a kind of prenatal
position. Long slabs of rock were formed into a coffin
for the body, and then the mound of rock was built
over it. They were not small mounds, and there were
thousands of them. Where Ishmael died is not known,

but the family brought him to this burial ground for his
final resting place. I thought of the sorrow of the family
but also of the contention that came out of that loss.
Laman, Lemuel, and Ishmael’s sons were distraught and
angry that this journey had now cost them the life of a
family member. Ishmael’s daughters wept and mourned
bitterly, while some of the men plotted vicious ways to
abandon the journey (1 Nephi 16:34–36). But the Lord’s
intervention stopped their plans to murder Nephi and
Lehi so they could assume leadership of the family. Later,
as we depicted this anxious time in the film, I was moved
by the dramatic and emotional artwork created by Joseph
Brickey. His dynamic drawing powerfully captured the
anguish of Ishmael’s daughters at the loss of their father.

Long slabs of rock
were formed into a coffin
for the body, and then
the mound of rock
was built over it. They
were not small mounds,
and there were
thousands of them.

Filming the grave site at Nahom.
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Not far from Nahom is Marib, one of the key cities
along the Incense Trail and the home of the famed Queen
of Sheba. Her temple is currently under excavation, and we
were impressed to see what had so far been uncovered. I
was particularly captivated by a base for a statue with a row
of ibex heads intricately sculpted around it. Sand from the
desert has preserved this fabulous site, which is circular
in design and dedicated to the moon god. One of the
most colorful characters we met while filming was Sheikh
Marzook. He controlled the historical site and claimed to
be a direct descendant of this fascinating Queen known
primarily for her visit to King Solomon in Jerusalem.
Sheikh Marzook was right out of central casting from
Hollywood. Handsome and powerful in appearance, his
charming smile revealed a perfect set of teeth. We found
out later that the Sheikh was a strong leader/warrior and
had been trained by the Taliban in Afghanistan while
fighting the Russians. He wore the traditional shirt and
skirt with the jambia at his waist and automatic rifle over
his shoulder. He was our friend and, we felt, our protector.
The Sheikh opened the secured site for our camera
crew and would not allow entrance to anyone while we
filmed. A touring group from France became very angry
when Sheikh Marzook would not open the gate, so they
stood outside the chain-link fence and loudly heckled
whenever they heard me call, “Action!” Their catcalls
included anti-American slogans. Of course, this ruined
the shot. We appreciated their frustration, but it would
A Filmmaking Odyssey

Brent Hall, Sheikh Marzook, and Kent Brown.
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have been very difficult to have people walking over the
site while we obtained the interviews we wanted with
Kent and the Sheikh. After several spoiled attempts at
getting the interview, and pleadings for their patience
from Steve DeVore, our associate producer, the Sheikh
finally went over to them and they dispersed. Steve later

Setting up and interview at Mahram Bilqis
Temple at Marib.
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told me that the Sheikh didn’t say a word to them, but
his imposing figure was enough to stop them. It was a
strange encounter.
This day, however, became even stranger—it was
September 11, 2001. When we completed our shooting
for the day, we retuned to the Queen of Sheba Hotel. We
were unloading our equipment when Abdu came out of
the lobby excitedly yelling, “An airplane has crashed into
the White House!” We quickly went to our hotel rooms
and watched in horror as the events of “9/11” unfolded
before our eyes. It was late in the afternoon in Yemen,
morning in New York City. We watched in astonishment
as the planes hit the Towers. After a brief time to at least
initially absorb what was happening in the United States,
we gathered in one room to watch together and discuss
what we should do. Senator Orrin Hatch came on the
TV screen and said, “This has Osama bin Laden written
all over it.” Yemen is the ancestral home of bin Laden,
and the realization of where we were, in the midst of this
shocking world event, started to sink in.
One of our associate producers, Brent Hall, an
executive with FARMS, called the American Embassy
in Sana"a for their advice. They said we would be much
safer if we stayed in the desert because the city, and
especially the airport, would make us an obvious target.
Dr. Arnold Green, the director of the Jerusalem Center,
was also with us. Arnie had lived in Yemen and knew
the language and people very well. He was one of the
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

most knowledgeable Western scholars for this part of the
world. We were grateful to have his insight and wisdom,
since we had no idea what the next few days might
bring. Would this terrorist attack stir excitement against
Americans? Were there terrorists locally who might see
us as opportunity targets? Just how much danger were
we in? All flights to the United States had been cancelled.
Were we essentially trapped in al-Qaida country? After
consulting with the American Embassy, we prayerfully
and quietly considered what we should do.
Like the rest of the world, we knew only what was
being presented through news broadcasts. Analysts were
trying to get a handle on the implications of this huge
event, but all was speculation. The only thing we knew
for sure was that terrorists had attacked locations in the
United States and all signs pointed to Middle Eastern
connections. We also knew that international travel had
been interrupted. So our discussion brought us to the
choice of going back to Sana"a, lying low and trying to
arrange for a flight out of the country, or staying in the
remote desert, which had its own uncertainties.
Our deliberation was calm and reasoned. There was
apprehension, of course, but no one was in a panic. We
felt that our work, which had already been delayed a year
because of the terrorist attack on the Cole, was important
and that we should try to obtain as much footage as
possible while we were there. We were sensitive to the
seriousness of our situation and the crisis that the world
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was now in, but we also felt a calm spirit to move ahead
with our work. Our decision was to remain in the remote
desert, to keep close contact with the American Embassy
and BYU (we had a satellite phone), to make flight
arrangements when we could, but to continue to film. As
I crawled in bed that night and watched the unfolding
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events before going to sleep, I felt at peace and assured
that all would be well, but I also fell asleep knowing that
our adventure of filming Lehi’s journey had just become
much more intense.
When I got up the next morning, I decided to
put a positive face on an otherwise gloomy world
situation. I was the first to leave the hotel that morning
and immediately saw our military guards with their
commander. I went to the commander and shook his
hand with a cheerful, “Hello.” He spoke sketchy English,
but he looked at me with genuine sorrow and expressed
how bad he felt because of what had happened in
America. I held his hand warmly and told him that we
were very pleased to be in his fascinating country. I told
him how much it meant to us to be with him and to see
the land of his heritage. His eyes rimmed with tears,
and he said, with emotion, that they were honored to
have us with them. When I looked at the other soldiers,
all their heads hung down. The commander saw this
and said that they were “embarrassed” to face me. I
asked him to tell his troops that we considered it a
great blessing to be in Yemen and that it held great
meaning for us. A smile came into his eyes and he
seemed truly cheered by that. So many misconceptions
about America exist in the Middle East. Many think
that America hates them, and so they hate America
in return. But their hatred for America does not
necessarily mean they hate Americans. I found that

Peter Johnson with Sameer Rawa of the Yemeni
military.

124

sincere expressions of respect and affection from us
warmed their hearts and ours immensely.
The day after 9/11 we traveled into the Ramlat asSab"atayn, a strip of the Arabian Empty Quarter. The
Empty Quarter is a large expanse of sand desert that
covers thousands of square miles. It is the most daunting
part of the Arabian Peninsula. Sand dunes sometimes
rise several hundred feet, and they extend as far as one
can see. We would only pass through a small portion of
the Empty Quarter, but that would still take twelve hours.
We experienced a vivid example of the influence of
the tribes in Yemen. Our Yemeni military guards were
with us all the time, except when we entered tribal lands.
Bedouin guides took over there, and we left the military
behind to join us at our return. We only had two Bedouin
guides, but they represented the three tribal areas we
would travel through, and they were all we needed. Their
names were Abdullah al-Karim and Amin. Amin was
recently married—about 22 years old, I would guess—
and full of youthful expectations.
When we reached the edge of the sand dunes, our
drivers let about half the air out of the tires. There would
be no roads to travel on today—only shifting sand. The
Bedouins led the way. It was amazing how the Land
Rovers could “float” over the sand. Some of it was packed
fairly hard, but in other places the sand was soft and
loose. Constantly going up or down, we went on mile
after mile, hour after hour. A few times the Bedouins
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

The dunes of the Ramlat as-Sab"atayn desert, Yemen.
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stopped to let the vehicles cool down a little, and then we
pushed on.
The Land Rovers did not have air-conditioning,
so we had the windows rolled down, allowing the hot
air to blast in upon us. We constantly sipped from our
supply of bottled water. As soon as we finished one
bottle, we’d grab another. Never guzzling it down, just
sipping, sipping all day long. The heat was intense. When
we stopped and stepped down on the sand, we found
out how hot it really was. With the blazing sun beating
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down and heat radiating up from the sand, it was hard
to imagine how Lehi and his party ever found relief from
this harsh environment. My thoughts went to the women
in the party who bore children in these staggeringly
harsh conditions. Nephi’s tribute to the women had
special meaning to me now.
When we saw a shot that we wanted, Brian and I
would stop our caravan. We often climbed to the top of
the tallest sand dune to get the best vista. I was constantly
amazed. As far as we could see in every direction, there
was nothing but sand dunes.
This went on for twelve hours.
Travel, then shoot; travel
again, then shoot. Amazingly,
we found a few camels
wandering along every now
and then. Where they found
water or even food was a
mystery, but there they were.
In planning our day of
crossing this portion of the
Empty Quarter, the Bedouins
didn’t realize what it meant
to go with a film crew. They
simply didn’t plan for the
time we would take to shoot,
so before we got out of the
sand dunes, the sun set, and

Above: Abdullah al-Karim, one of the Bedouin
guides.
Left: Cooling the caravan in the Empty Quarter.
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darkness fell upon us. There are distinct dangers in
crossing the Empty Quarter besides the obvious heat
and need for water. Most of the crossing consisted of
weaving our way through sand dunes, and these were
often quite high. So driving safely to avoid getting the
vehicle trapped in a crevice of sand, or plunging down
the steep side of a dune and getting stuck in a more
unstable area of the sand, took skill and knowledge that
came from experience. When the sun sank lower in
the sky and we were still surrounded on all horizons by
sand dunes, I noticed that the Bedouin guides became
increasingly anxious.
With the sun gone, the brilliant night sky opened
above us. On we went through the night, our path lit
only by headlights. Several times a vehicle got stuck,
and we would all pile out of our Land Rovers and push
the vehicle out. Then we went on. The Bedouins would
stop frequently, check the stars, look around to see the
limited terrain that was illuminated before us, and then
lead us on. Stories I had read all my life about mariners
and desert travelers making long journeys by plotting
their course from reading the stars became vividly real.
Being deep in the Arabian desert led by Bedouins who
were guided by the stars was an unforgettable experience
I doubt I will ever repeat. I gained an even greater
appreciation for Lehi’s family. Because of desert heat in
the day, at least some of their travel would have been at
night, as was the custom. Even though they were guided
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by the Liahona, it took great courage to be a small group
in such a vast and hostile place. We starkly experienced
the vulnerability of their situation.
The sweetest human interaction occurred during
our crossing of the Empty Quarter. On one of our stops,
I was sitting in the Land Rover waiting for our journey
to resume when I felt a hand touch my arm, which was
resting on the open window. I looked to see one of our
Bedouin guides, Amin, his face lit up with a warm smile.
I turned to him as he took a ring from his hand and gave
it to me to look at. It was a simple ring, not expensive. I
turned it over in my hand, admiring it, and smiled back
trying to express my appreciation for his friendship.
Neither of us spoke the other’s language, so body language
was our only means of communication. After a moment,
I handed the ring back to Amin, but he refused to take
it. I tried again to give it back to him, knowing that he
was a poor man, recently married, with few material
possessions. Again, he refused and looked at me with
the most compassionate countenance. He again gestured
that he wanted me to keep the ring, his broad smile and
earnest eyes lighting up his face with a bright, sympathetic
expression. I finally realized that Amin was attempting
to let me know of his sorrow for the events of 9/11 and to
assure me that he was my friend. I shall ever remember
that moment in the stark desert when a very poor man
reached across vast differences in culture, language, and
religion to express his sincere brotherhood and love.

Peter Johnson with Amin, a Bedouin guide.
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One of the memorable experiences for our crew was
eating different foods. Sometimes we were in remote
places where the only food available was what we
brought with us. That was usually fruit and bread to keep
us going. Most of the time, however, we ate where the
locals ate. These eating places were always fascinating.
The men ate separately from the women, usually in

The ﬁlm crew at the goat’s head
and offal lunch.
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separate rooms. They ate with their hands. Sometimes
they sat at tables, but more often they sat on the floor or
ground with the food placed on a mat.
One such place was particularly intriguing. We
stopped to eat at a small, simple, solitary building made
of adobe or cement on the side of the road that wound
its way along the edge of the sand desert. There were
no other buildings or signs of civilization around this
café. Our lunch consisted of chicken, saffron rice, and
bread. The bread was baked in an oven that was shaped
like an eggshell standing on one end. The top was open,
and a hot fire burned in the bottom. The cook worked
the dough into a very flat piece larger around than a big
pizza, then slapped it against the inside of the egg-shaped
oven. It only took a couple of minutes to cook, and then
he peeled it off and served it. It was very tasty.
Men came and went dressed in different turbans and
clothing, all with jambias and automatic rifles. These
were desert dwellers and had dark, leathery faces and
hands. I was struck with the variety of characters that
passed by. The Arabic chatter was strange to our ears,
and the curious sounds from unusual animals combined
with the ethnic, discordant music playing loudly in the
background. Through the windows and from behind
hanging cloth curtains, camels and other animals passed
by with the stark desert stretching far beyond into the
distance. I turned to one of my companions and said, “I
think we just dropped into the Cantina from Star Wars!”
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We stayed in contact with BYU and the American
Embassy during our filming across Yemen. After several
days of shooting, we were able to arrange a flight to
London. We journeyed back to Sana"a and made a
crucial arrangement—the safe passage of our 16mm
exposed film back to Utah. This was of great concern to
us because we didn’t want it to be subject to the powerful
and damaging x-ray machines in most airports. We
went to considerable lengths to give our footage special
handling and, when we felt we had this taken care of, we
turned our efforts to actually getting on a flight.
The airport at Sana"a looked like something from
the opening scenes of Frank Capra’s classic film Lost
Horizons when refugees were desperately clamoring to
get on the last flight out. Our flight left in the middle of
the night, only adding to the drama. After making our
way through the initial attempts at airport security (only
embryonic in those first days after 9/11 compared to
what they would become), we were taken to the plane
sitting on the tarmac away from the terminal. There we
found that our checked luggage (and camera equipment)
was set out on the tarmac next to the plane along with
the baggage of all the other passengers. Jostling our
way through a near mob scene, we finally found and
verified our luggage; then we were allowed to get in line
to board the plane. A table had been placed just in front
of the steps to the plane, and everyone boarding had
to place their carry-on luggage and other items on it
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for inspection. The passengers were mostly Arabs from
various countries, but there was a fair mix of people from
other countries, creating an intriguing international feel.
A sense of urgency permeated the crowd. The man in
front of me reached the table and placed a large, attaché
case on it. His case was at least six to eight inches thick
and somewhat oversized. As he opened the case, I saw

As we flew off into the night, leaving the wonderfully intriguing
country of Yemen behind, I reflected on the singular experience it had
been. I also thought how fortunate we were to have filmed there.
Without the footage we obtained in Yemen, we could not make either
the film on the incense trail or the one on Lehi’s journey.
that it was completely filled with neatly bundled, largedenomination US dollars. He nervously shifted his
weight from one leg to another, while sweating profusely.
The inspector was taken by surprise and immediately
called over another official. They took the man away into
the darkness; I could not see where he went. I boarded
the plane and, just before the door closed, the man with
the attaché case entered the plane, clutching his large case
to his chest. I have often wondered who that person was
with his huge bundle of American money.

131

As we flew off into the night, leaving the wonderfully
intriguing country of Yemen behind, I reflected on the
singular experience it had been. I also thought how
fortunate we were to have filmed there. Without the
footage we obtained in Yemen, we could not make either
the film on the incense trail or the one on Lehi’s journey.
Because of the events of 9/11 and the inevitable aftermath
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worldwide, it would be impossible to return and film in
Yemen for a very long time. The bombing of the Cole
delayed our filming for a year, and 9/11 threatened our
success once we finally arrived in Yemen, but we had a
tiny margin of time to do our filming, and I was grateful.
After a short stay in London, we flew to New
York City overnight, changed airlines, and resumed
our journey to Utah. As we flew above the city in the
morning light, the destruction left by the collapse of
the Trade Towers was in view, and smoke rose from
the rubble. Justin soberly reflected that on the flight to
Yemen he saw the towers for the first time, now they
were no more. I watched the smoke slowly rise, almost
surreal and mystical in its ascent, and wondered when,
if ever, we would be able to return to the Middle East to
finish our filming. At least we had that precious footage
from Yemen—the desert route of Lehi, the amazing
confirmation of Nephi’s reference to Nahom, and the
stunning Empty Quarter with its seemingly endless
rolling mountains of sand.
Anxious to see the footage once we returned home,
we were horrified to find that despite all our efforts to
ensure that the footage would be handled with special
care, it had been blasted with x-rays. Undeveloped film
is often damaged if it is exposed to x-rays, and some of
our unique Yemen footage was damaged. We did tests
and sent a sample to be analyzed at the Kodak lab in
Rochester, New York. The damage affected some of the
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color, but mostly it affected the emulsion with a resultant
grainy look. To our relief, some of the key footage was
amazingly not damaged, or at least was not severely
damaged. We were able to do some careful technical
work on it and happily salvaged the key scenes.
Even with the usable footage from Yemen, we did not
have enough of the story to complete our film. The likely
site for Bountiful, for example, was in Oman, but with
mounting world conflict, the prospects of returning to
the Middle East were, at best, a faint hope. We hunkered
down, calculated what we had obtained against what we
needed yet to film, and watched the news for any signs
of hope to return. The Iraq war rose, climaxed, and then
sank into an insurgent miasma.
One encouraging thing warmed our souls and kept
hope alive. We edited a short section of the Nahom footage
and ended up giving a few firesides around the country
showing that short film clip. The response was always
excitement, fascination, and a clamoring for the completed
film. Our reaction was somewhat bittersweet. We knew
that members of the Church were captivated by the
Nahom sequence, but how could we ever finish the film?
The hero of the film is clearly Dr. S. Kent Brown.
He had studied and lived for a number of years in the
Middle East, had been assigned to be the director of the
BYU Jerusalem Center for three years, and had built
up some very good contacts in that part of the world.
He kept working those contacts, trying to assess the
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possibility for our return. Ever so gradually, a few doors
started to slowly open. It was now 2004, and we had
received permission to enter the countries of Oman,
Jordan, and Israel. Saudi Arabia was still not possible, but
we decided we had better go to the other countries. The
uncertainty of travel to the Middle East was such that we
wanted to finish shooting while we had another chance.
It was impossible to know if this newly opened window
would suddenly shut. So, after some
careful preparation, we again made the
long flight to the other side of the world.
Oman lies east of Yemen on the
southern and eastern edge of the Arabian
Peninsula. I didn’t know what to expect,
but rather thought it might be similar to
the lifestyle in Yemen. It wasn’t. Muscat is a
very progressive and modern city. We were
guests of the Ministry of Information and,
on our first day, after a warm and friendly
audience with the undersecretary in the
Ministry of Information, His Excellency
Sheikh Abdullah Bin Swain Al Hosni, we
were taken to see a campus of technology,
newly built and filled with eager students and workers.
They called it the Knowledge Oasis Muscat. Those we
met spoke fluent English, and they seemed genuinely
excited in their pursuit of increased technology and
business. After our tour of the Knowledge Oasis Muscat

Kent Brown in Wadi Hadramaut.
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campus, we visited a strikingly beautiful new mosque
built at the instructions of His Royal Highness, Sultan
Qaboos. It was huge and absolutely magnificent. The
quality of construction materials, the beauty of design,
were breathtaking. We walked on marble sidewalks and
floors, entered sacred places after removing our shoes,
and were awed by the size of the complex.
The Omani Ministry of Information could not have
been more helpful and thoughtful to us. Everyone we
met tried in every way to accommodate our filming
needs. The Ministry always had at least one guide or
representative with us. We were impressed with the
constant attention.
Muscat is in the north of Oman, and our main
locations for filming were in the southern coastal area,
where the best frankincense grew and where Nephi’s
Bountiful would have been. So the following day we flew
to Salalah, a small city situated on the coast overlooking
the Arabian Sea. His Excellency Abdullah Aqeel Ibrahim,
a grand and gracious man of influence who is held in
great respect in Oman, entertained us at his home with
a welcome feast of lamb, rice, and fish. We went to bed
that night well fed, excited to once again be in lands
that the ancient incense harvesters inhabited and that
Lehi and his family would have known and anticipating
the next day when we would go to Wadi Sayq, a quiet
but beautiful site and the most likely place for Nephi’s
Bountiful.
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It is about a two-and-a-half
hour drive through many winding
and steep parts of the road to
reach a small fishing village named
Dhalqut where we rented boats
to take the last leg of the journey
along the coast to Wadi Sayq. A
steep escarpment runs along the
coast, and the road is above the
escarpment bordering the desert.
Just before we turned to wind our
way down to the fishing village, we
had to pass a military checkpoint.
This military checkpoint reminded
us that we were very close to the
Yemeni border, thus tying us to that portion of Lehi’s
journey we had embarked on over three years earlier.
We had made prior arrangements for our filming
in Oman through several contacts, so the ensuing
“negotiation” on the dock of the fishing village was a
little surprising. The boat owners’ representative argued
for more money in a loud, biting voice, with the peculiar
timber and emphasis of the Arabic language and with
great emotion and animation. We rented several boats to
take our scholars, crew, and equipment, so there was more
than one boat owner involved. The negotiation reached
such a pitch, I thought we were in real trouble, until our
interpreter and guide informed me that they would be

Above: H.E Abdullah Aqeel Ibrahim and his
brother host a feast for the crew.
Left: The Sultan’s new mosque in Muscat, Oman.
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happy if we paid them about fifty dollars more—total.
Relieved, I happily agreed and we were on our way,
smiling to myself because we were still under budget for
the boat rental. Producers love these moments.
Each fishing boat carried three to four people and
our equipment. Our little flotilla with Omani fishermen
and American filmmakers went at high speed through

Ocean view of Wadi Sayq.

136

the water. It was a refreshing and exciting ride across the
rolling ocean surface with fish visible below us and the
steep escarpment rising dramatically above the seashore.
As we came around a curve in the shoreline, Wadi
Sayq opened to our view. It was magnificent; before us
lay a beautiful alcove of teaming tropical plants framed
by steep and jagged mountains with a small freshwater
lagoon in the center. This place touched our hearts
and imagination because it fit perfectly the description
Nephi gave in his record (1 Nephi 17:5–7). On one side,
steep cliffs that rose over two hundred feet had at their
base sharp rocks with crashing waves. Behind them, a
beautifully cone-shaped mountain rose majestically over
the lagoon, inviting inspiration. The steep mountain cliffs
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on either side of the alcove had natural caves etched into
them where, the locals informed us, bees stored honey.
The abundance of date palms, edible plants, grapes,
melons, and fish further testified to why Lehi called
this place Bountiful and why local herdsmen have been
coming to this place for millennia. Our first view of Wadi
Sayq revealed a place that would have been a great joy
and blessing to Lehi’s family after their long and wearying
journey through the parched and threatening heat of the
Arabian desert.
Our flotilla stopped off shore so we could
photograph the site from the ocean perspective. I am still
moved by that vista representing a place where so much
human effort was exerted in order to follow the Lord’s
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command to build a ship. These were not shipbuilding
people, and to undertake such a challenge required the
greatest of faith. It is not surprising that some members
of the family were disdainful of the work, but were later
awed by the accomplishment. I was informed by our
scholars that the beautiful beach stretching across Wadi
Sayq would have had an opening in it at the time Lehi’s

The cliffs on the west of Wadi Sayq.
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family lived here, creating an inlet where the freshwater
lagoon now lies. This would have made a safe and calm
place for Nephi to launch the ship, test it out, and prepare
it for rigorous ocean travel.
Gazing at the beautiful site, I mused, “So this is what
Lehi’s family saw as they put out to sea with Nephi as
their captain on the ship designed by the Lord.” As they
began their long voyage across oceans to the Promised
Land, looking back they would have seen this beautiful
seashore with lush, tropical vegetation covering the steep
mountains. And, as Nephi remembered all too well, just
beyond the escarpment lay a vast ocean of a different
kind—a desert, hot, dry, and unforgiving. Perhaps
Nephi felt a particular tug of emotion as he gazed for
the last time at the mountain where he went often to
seek the Lord’s guidance and where the Lord revealed to
him how to build a ship “not after the manner of men”
(1 Nephi 18:2). That would forever be sacred ground
for him. What sense of satisfaction did he feel as the
divinely inspired boat surged forward? After so much
arduous labor amid the contentious family dynamics
that frequently plagued him, he was able to complete its
construction. Now they were sailing forth, with all the
family on board, toward the land that God had promised
unto them. As Nephi turned his gaze from the land of his
forefathers, to the promise of a new land for his father’s
posterity, he saw a vast ocean. The water stretched before
them as far as they could see, and looking at that endless
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horizon, he must have thrilled at the possibilities.
After we had taken our shots, our boat pilots moved
us toward the shore. No road leads into Wadi Sayq, and
no one lives there. Evidence indicates ancient habitation
of some degree, but this beautiful alcove that sees
occasional camel herds lies in a quiet, untouched, largely
pristine state. The only way to get there is by boat, and
the only way to land the boat is to run it up on the beach.
The waves were larger than our pilots wanted, but they
found the calmest spot and rammed the boats into the
sand. These were not boats made for carrying tourists
or passengers, but were old, well-used fishing boats,
dirty, greasy, and with abundant evidence of previous
fishing trips. There was black, greasy water in the bottom
of the boats that sloshed around and appeared to be a
permanent part of the experience. We brought boxed
lunches and bottled water to get us through the day,
but when the boats hit the sand, the dark, murky water
cascaded over our lunches, ruining most of them.
Despite that, when we jumped onto the sandy
beach, our excitement increased. We quickly organized
ourselves, left the ruined lunches and our cache of
bottled water at a “base camp” on the beach, and got
underway. We had a lot to shoot on this day and wanted
to take advantage of every minute. This would be a day of
working fast and hard.
One of the first things that drew our attention was
the large numbers of honeybees and abundant wild

Left: “Nephi’s Mountain” at Wadi Sayq.

No road leads into Wadi
Sayq, and no one lives
there. Evidence indicates
ancient habitation of
some degree, but this
beautiful alcove that sees
occasional camel herds
lies in a quiet, untouched,
largely pristine state.
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There is some evidence
of ancient structures that
would have been there,
and it was not hard to
imagine that this could
have been an area where
the family created their
living quarters.

Right: Wadi Sayq looking west.

140

flowers. Nephi specifically mentioned the fact that
Bountiful had an abundance of honey (1 Nephi 17:5).
Perhaps after that long journey across the desert with
little to eat, and at times even eating raw meat, the taste
of honey was particularly sweet to them. They also had
many small children who would have delighted in the
expanded diet that included the sweetness of honey.
After shooting some wonderful vistas of Wadi Sayq,
which included Brian and Justin getting in the freshwater
lagoon to get some artful shots close to the water’s
surface, we climbed above the cliffs that rise on the
western side of the beach. It was a difficult climb through
sharp rocks that plagued us at every step. On top the vista
was magnificent. This is the place where we obtained the
wonderful shot of the beach and the lagoon that would
have been the place of much labor in building the ship.
Looking out to the Indian Ocean that disappeared over
the horizon was also impressive from this perspective.
There is some evidence of ancient structures that would
have been there, and it was not hard to imagine that
this could have been an area where the family created
their living quarters. The 200-foot-high cliffs were ample
evidence that, when Laman and Lemuel threatened to
kill Nephi by throwing him into the ocean, this would
have been the perfect place.
Filming Wadi Sayq was so engrossing for all of us
that we didn’t realize how dehydrated we had become.
With only scant scraps of food that were salvaged from

our ruined lunches, we didn’t eat much, and the water
that we each carried was soon depleted. But we paid
little attention because we were so absorbed in our work.
We were on the top of the cliffs, filming an interview
with our botanist, Dr. Gary Baird, who sat on a rock.
Suddenly, he was lightheaded and about to faint and had
to put his head between his knees. After a few moments
he was able to collect himself, and he would raise up,
look at me, and continue on with his commentary. Then
when he was about to faint again, he would repeat the
process. This is the way we shot that interview. One
would never know the stress that Gary was under from
the final, edited comments that he makes in the finished
film. He was not the only one of our group that was
suffering. We all became weaker. Brian, Justin, and Adam
Lisonbee carried most of the heavy camera equipment,
and the climb up to the top of the cliffs was arduous. It
was steep and rocky, and the climb took a toll on us in
our already light-headed state.
While we were doing the filming at this location,
Kent was the first to recognize that we needed water. So
without saying anything, he climbed down from the cliffs
and walked across the beach to the other side of the wadi
where we had put our water supply. It was at least a mile
away from where we were working. After finishing our
shooting in that location, we all picked our way down to
the beach where Kent was waiting with water for each of
us. It was sorely needed.
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land
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Being on the Arabian desert, especially the Empty
Quarter, gave us firsthand knowledge of the heat. We
had not expected such heat on the coast where Bountiful
would have been, especially with the high humidity.
So the filming we did at Wadi Sayq taught us that,
even though Bountiful was beautiful with its tropical
vegetation and abundance of fruit and other food
sources, it would not have been an easy place to exert the
labor necessary to smelt ore into tools, hew timbers, and
do all else necessary to build an oceangoing ship. This
labor would have taxed Nephi’s and his family’s strength
to the limit. We were becoming acutely aware that each
phase of their amazing journey was fraught with its own
unique challenges and tests of endurance.
The Omani Ministry of Information provided us
with several guides, and it was my pleasure to ride with
one of them, a wonderful young man named Abdullah.
As a traveling companion, Abdullah was delightful.
Married with two children, he is one of the most
impressive individuals I have ever met. He is a devout
Muslim and lives his faith with integrity and diligence.
A kind and sweet man, he was constantly striving to
attend to our needs so we could obtain all the filming
we needed. Every morning as we assembled at the hotel
in preparation for our day’s journey, he was cheerful,
smiling, and immaculate in his dress and grooming. I
was impressed with this personal standard, even though
we were filming in rugged locations that were either on

Abdullah Rawas, one of the guides in Oman.
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the desert or in places where we had to climb over rock,
dirt, or sand. He wore the traditional white robe with a
simple cap covering his head, and on more formal times
the cap was replaced with a scarf wrapped in the familiar
turban head covering. I marveled at how he kept his
white robe spotless, even after our ride on very oily and
dirty fishing boats. He was a credit to the Ministry of
Information and his country.
One day we filmed at a distant and ancient oasis
called Shisur. After an interview with Kent, Brian and
I completed some detail shots of figs hanging on a
tree while the crew relaxed under some shade. When
we finished, I got in the backseat of our Land Rover.
After a few moments Abdullah hopped in the front
seat, whirled around and asked, “Are you Mormon?”
Completely surprised, I stammered back, “Yes, I am.”
“Are all of you Mormon?” he asked again. “Yes we are,”
I answered, wondering how he even knew of Mormons
in a land where there were very few religions except
Islam. A huge smile crossed his face, and he said, “I’m
so happy! I wondered if you were because while the
crew was resting, the oasis host asked if they wanted any
tea or coffee and they all said no.” I asked, “Abdullah,
how do you know about Mormons?” He explained that
he studied and received his bachelor’s degree from the
University of Arkansas about ten years before. He was
assigned to live with an American family, and they
were members of the Church. Finding out that we were
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

Mormons brought back a flood of happy memories of
a wonderful family; his affection for them was clearly
genuine. He said that they had the missionaries to
dinner every Tuesday evening, and he attended Church
with them a few times to understand more of their
beliefs. As he was telling me this, I wondered what the
chances were of our LDS crew connecting with perhaps
the only Muslim man in Oman who had lived with an
LDS family in the States. We were on the far side of
the earth from Utah, and the chance of anyone even
knowing that Mormons existed was slim to none.
From that time on Abdullah and I had many long
discussions about our different religions. I was happy
to gain a greater understanding of Islam from a young
man who was insightful, articulate, and happy to share.
He respected my beliefs, and we compared our two
faiths and discovered many similarities along with the
differences. The feelings we shared were warm and spiritfilled; I often thought that Abdullah was a young man
whom God would use in a quiet and unnoticed way as
world events unfolded. Abdullah and I are still friends,
and I am always happy to hear his warm, loving voice on
the phone.
The Ministry of Information wanted to share a
traditional meal with us, and so one day when we were
shooting on the desert, they brought one to us. Two
platters at least three feet across were put in the middle of
a blanket or mat spread out on the desert floor. A huge pile
A Filmmaking Odyssey

of rice, seasoned with saffron, covered
each platter. Pieces of goat meat and
goat entrails were mixed throughout
the rice, and crowning the top of the
mound was a goat’s head. I will never
forget the shocked expression on the
face of our youngest crew member,
Adam Lisonbee. I could tell he was in
near panic; he later confessed to me
that he was frantically wondering what
we had got ourselves into. But we all sat
on the mat around the platter with our
Omani friends and dived in with our
hands. Our crew carefully picked out
nice pieces of meat and rice, avoiding
the other objects. The rice and meat was delicious. I
observed, ironically, that the men who ate with us, many of
whom had been handling camels and otherwise working
in dirty desert conditions, did not wash their hands before
eating. However, after eating, water was provided to clean
their hands from the greasy meat. (Our crew discreetly
cleaned their hands with disinfectant lotion before eating,
a practice we followed throughout the trip.)
The cultural differences in eating, which we also
experienced in Yemen, further reminded me that we
should think of Lehi and his family as Middle Eastern.
These characters in the Book of Mormon are beloved
and intimate friends for those who have been inspired by
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their words and moved by their experiences.
Because of the closeness that we feel with
them, it is easy to consider them as “just like
us.” But to impose our contemporary Western
culture on them is a mistake. Spiritually, there
is a direct connection, of course, and from a
human point of view, we can relate closely with
their joys and sorrows, struggles and triumphs,
personal anguish and love of the Lord. We can
feel the same as did Nephi when he expressed
his disappointment with the lack of faith and
belief of his older brothers, or thrill with him
with the Lord’s tender mercies for his family.
But culturally they lived a very different life
from much of what we know. And the basic
need for eating simply brought that into clear
focus. Not only would they have eaten food prepared
differently, the extremity of their situation would have
caused them to value every edible part of the animals
they hunted. This culturally fascinating meal of rice and
goat meat that we ate using our hands, sitting on the
desert floor, made Lehi’s journey even more real.
After we finished shooting in Oman, we traveled
to Jordan and Israel to complete the journey. We
had started in Yemen (the long middle part of Lehi’s
journey), but finished our principal photography at the
starting point, Jerusalem. Because of the then dangerous
political circumstances in Jerusalem, we had to stay

Al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem.
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in the BYU Jerusalem Center. Hotels were considered
too vulnerable. It was wonderful to lodge and film at
that beautiful facility, but the empty halls, classrooms,
and dormitories spoke sadly of the political state in
that ancient and intriguing city. Shortly after Lehi left
Jerusalem, the city was sacked by the Babylonians, and
the Jews were enslaved by a culture that worshipped
strange gods. Even though the story of the Book of
Mormon begins in Jerusalem, it is easy to concentrate
on its New World setting. But as I stood at the Jerusalem
Center and looked at the ancient walled city, I thought
of Lehi, Sariah, Nephi, Sam, Laman, and Lemuel. This
was their home. They were wealthy, had a comfortable
Journey of Faith: from jerusalem to the promised land

life, and would have been very familiar with this city. I
was glad our schedule allowed us to finish filming at the
beginning of the story. Having seen where they would
travel, what they would have to experience, only made
my appreciation for their sacrifice in leaving this famed
and beautiful city of their home all the greater.
Obtaining footage from the actual lands of the
incense trail and Lehi’s journey was essential in making
Journey of Faith, but it was not the only critical aspect of
the production. Commentary from scholars was to be
the backbone of the film. I knew several of them and was
familiar with their expertise, brilliant academic thinking,
and illuminating scholarship. I had been impressed for
years with their findings and knew that their insights
would be inspiring. Artistically, I wanted to do something
different from the standard interview in an office setting.
The story seemed to call for a more stimulating setting for
these comments that would glue the story and scholarly
findings together. Our budget was limited, and I could
not afford to take all the scholars to the various countries
of the journey. As I pondered how to make the film more
aesthetically appealing while at the same time visually
enhancing the story, the idea of artistically rendered
backgrounds behind the scholars emerged. I also wanted
other artwork to emphasize and expand our appreciation
for the beloved iconic characters in 1 Nephi. I had worked
with artist Joseph Brickey before and knew he would have
a strong feeling for this work, so I engaged him to do the
A Filmmaking Odyssey

Brian Wilcox and Justin Andrews at the Red Sea.
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The artwork of Joseph Brickey was incorporated
into backgrounds created by Howard Lyon to give
the ﬁlm a richer ambience.
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artwork. He felt that the art of the film would be enhanced
if we included another artist to do the background art for
the scholars’ commentaries. Howard Lyon, a colleague
of Joseph’s, agreed to take on that project. It was thrilling
to see these pieces as they were completed, and I knew
they would create the ambience I hoped for in the visual
presentation of the film.
The challenges of the film extended beyond the
world conditions that interrupted and delayed our

filming in the Middle East. For example, getting the
artwork done by our deadline was a tremendous effort
that took determination and personal sacrifice. Joseph
had married about a year earlier and had a pregnant
wife. He had painted the stunning murals for the temple
in Copenhagen, Denmark, and needed to return to do
some finishing touches. He was only able to do that work
during a narrow window of time at the temple. In order
to meet our deadline, he would have to complete the
drawings for Journey of Faith in Copenhagen, then mail
them back to me. The plan seemed workable. Joseph’s
wife, Angie, traveled with him. Her pregnancy was
normal, and the baby’s due date at a safe distance.
Joseph was only able to paint in the temple for a
few hours a day because of its schedule, so his plan was
to do the drawings for Journey of Faith during the off
time. The plan worked fine until Joseph somehow pulled
some muscles in his back. Not only could he not do
any painting, he could not do any drawing. He was laid
up, flat on his back, for days. Knowing the deadline I
was facing, he tried to force himself to do the drawings.
With pain medication and putting himself in just the
right position, he was able to slowly get some of the
work done. When looking at the finished drawings, he
remembers the pain of each stroke!
But things only got more challenging. Angie
suddenly had a medical problem with the pregnancy
that put her in the hospital. The situation required the
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delivery of the baby within a few days or its health would
be threatened. Now Joseph cycled to the hospital to
check on his wife and baby, then back to their apartment
to continue the drawings, all the while trying to ignore
the pain in his back. This routine continued for several
days until the baby was born healthy and the drawings
were completed. I was thrilled with the drawings, but I
knew what Joseph and Angie had been through. Striving
to promote and expand awareness and testimony of the
Book of Mormon seems to stretch our efforts to the limit.
I have always felt that one of the most important
artistic elements in a motion picture is the music. For
A Filmmaking Odyssey

Journey of Faith, a unique sound that
reflected the ancient Middle Eastern world
was needed. Arlen Card and Nicholas
Gasdik are two of the most talented
composers I know, and I felt that their
working together would produce some
intriguing and compelling music. Nick
also had the unique background of having
grown up in the Middle East. His father
was a US Diplomat and spent a good part
of Nick’s teenage years working in the
Arab world. I anticipated that the sights
and sounds of Middle Eastern countries
from Nick’s youth would give us a musical
score different from what we ordinarily
hear. Arlen is also known as one of the
finest music arrangers in our community,
so through their composing collaboration,
I knew the music would be excellent.
Our rationale for making Journey of Faith was to
bring to a larger audience the tremendous research that
has been done for decades by many dedicated scholars
from several disciplines. Their work is amazing to me.
To search out the clues embedded in the text of the
Book of Mormon and, through professionally accepted
and accredited research, discover strong evidence, and
even proof of the sacred record, is an ongoing labor
that continues to testify to the veracity of Joseph Smith’s

Joseph Brickey in his home studio.
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translation and the surrounding history of the coming
forth of the book. I have no doubt that the future will
bring additional exciting discoveries and, perhaps, even
clarifications or further illumination to what has already
been found. Belief in the book is, of course, a personal
and spiritual matter. Faith is the first principle of the
gospel and is at the core of our belief. But to have that
faith bolstered by unfolding discoveries supporting the
Book of Mormon is a blessing.
It is always a thought-provoking and moving
experience for me to visit the sites of the restoration—
Vermont, the Palmyra area, Kirtland, the Missouri
sites, and Nauvoo. The events that occurred at those
locations, the sacrifice that was made there is sobering
and inspiring. To then be in the areas through which
Lehi’s family traveled, Nahom being a specific site,
made me keenly conscious of the fact that few members
of the Church would ever have that opportunity. Out
on the desert one day, I knew all of our effort and
frustration and delay was worth it, and I felt a mounting
responsibility to visually share these places with our
fellow members and friends. As we went to one location
and then another, I constantly reflected upon Nephi’s
narrative with his remarkably intimate and compelling
details. I wanted so much to capture as vividly as possible
the sights, sounds, heat, and feeling of Lehi’s journey so it
would have, to at least some measure, the same effect on
an audience as it did on all of our crew.

I have no doubt that
the future will bring
additional exciting

Justin Andrews with “Peter of Arabia.”

Journey of Faith premiered during Education Week at
BYU in 2005. We screened it each evening to a capacity
audience of nearly 900. I attended each presentation
because I wanted to know if we achieved our goal. I
remember watching four women become engrossed
in the film. The next evening these same women came
again. I joked with them and said, “Didn’t I see you here
last night?” “Oh, yes!” they in chorus cried out with
enthusiasm. “We just had to take the journey again.”
Thank you. That’s all I needed to know.

discoveries and, perhaps,
even clarifications or
further illumination to
what has already been
found. Belief in the book
is, of course, a personal
and spiritual matter.

Far left: The Red Sea.
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appendix one

Golden Road T

he earth holds many treasures.

Narration written by Bianca Lisonbee

Her gifts of gold and silver are more readily
obtained, but she smiles upon the man clever
enough to appreciate her hidden wonders. And so it was
in Arabia where centuries ago men discovered a treasure
some called the food of the gods, a substance so desirable
it would be deemed as precious as gold; a commodity
which would span not only the entire Arabian Peninsula
but reach markets throughout the Middle East and the
Mediterranean, causing Arabia to earn the title Arabia
Felix, “Happy Arabia.” Happy indeed! for within her
borders was a unique source for a substance desired by
Babylonians, Nabataeans, Greeks, Jews, Romans, and
Egyptians alike.

Various grades of frankincense.

But earth’s treasures are not had without a price. It
would take the ingenuity and persistence of one of the
world’s most resourceful civilizations to move this precious
commodity across one of the most inhospitable regions on
earth and carry it throughout much of the ancient world.
And thus was born—The Incense Trail.
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The Incense Trade
There were times in the Roman period when pound
for pound frankincense was as valuable as gold.
Terry Ball
Frankincense is one of the primary commodities; it
was burnt at altars and at sanctuaries to various gods and
goddesses.
William Glanzman
Incense was dearly bought. In fact, in the royal
treasury of a number of nations we find that in the room
which contained the most precious elements there was
gold, there was silver, and there was incense.
Jacob Milgrom
The people used it as a way to make a profit and to
buy what they needed. In the beginning there was not
much paying work; if you did not have animals you
would have frankincense trees to make a living.
Musallam Abdullah Al-Massali Al-Kathiri

The Frankincense Tree
There are areas in Dhofar in the southern area of
Oman, in the highland mountains, and often on the
hinterland side of those mountains; that seems to be where
some of the trees that are most highly prized are located.
William Glanzman
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The frankincense tree belongs to the genus Boswellia,
which contains about 25 different species. Only a handful
of those actually produce this oleo gum resin that we
call frankincense. And perhaps the most important of
all those, the one that produces the best frankincense,
Boswellia Sacra, is the only one that actually grows in
Arabia, and has very specific requirements about where
it can grow. The best frankincense is collected from the
trees that grow not on the seaward facing part of the
escarpment, but grow on the back side—where they’re
still exposed to the cool winds, but not all the moisture
that comes from the monsoon climate.
Terry Ball
One of the curious things about frankincense trees
is where they grow; they do not grow in the moistureladen mountains. Instead, they are a desert plant, and
they like the dry washes that are located just to the
north of where all the moisture is. The frankincense tree
is actually an evergreen; every part of the tree is used
by local tribesman. The foliage is used as a fodder for
camels and goats. They use the wood as a firewood. And,
of course, the frankincense itself—the gum resin—is
used medicinally as well for its fragrance. So it is a very
important tree in terms of its overall use both locally and
worldwide.
Gary Baird
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Frankincense trees growing west of Salalah, Oman.
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the Elder, the first century Roman naturalist, suggests the
story was invented by clever Arabian traders to protect the
source of their wealth.
Frankincense harvesters cared for the trees as you
would your livestock. They were very careful not to overharvest—not to damage them too much. They would
take a knife and ritualistically make small slashes in the
bark of a tree. It was almost like you were bleeding the
tree a little bit. There are sounds and songs that people
speak to the tree to help it produce more frankincense;
many people would sing to the trees.
When the resin hardens, which takes up to two
weeks or so, harvesters would go back and, again in a
ritualistic way, they would then remove the dried gum
resin, the frankincense, from the tree.
Gary Baird

The trees are not very tall; five meters in height I
think is the largest.
Loreen Allphin Woolstenhume

Harvesting frankincense.

Harvesting the frankincense was not an easy task.
According to legend, it was said that the frankincense
trees were guarded by winged snakes of dappled color, and
there were great numbers of them around each tree. Pliny
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And then they put it in sacks and they start to sort it
and to send it to different areas through the frankincense
trade, through the Incense Trail.
Yusuf Abdullah
Most commonly frankincense would be put in a
frankincense burner, usually with some charcoal. It does
not actually produce a flame; rather it smolders and
produces a very fragrant smoke. And it is that smoke that
was so important.
Gary Baird
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The demand for frankincense was great because of its
many uses. It was a substance highly prized because it had
both practical and mystical value.

that in Mesopotamia. It was used by the Assyrians, Jews,
Greeks, Romans, and even by early Christians.
David Johnson

The first recorded mention of the use of frankincense is
on the fifteenth century bc tomb of Queen Hatchepsut who
had sent an expedition to fetch frankincense.

Frankincense became important in Persia,
throughout India, even into China for religious purposes,
but also for medicinal purposes, to keep yourself healthy,
to cleanse the personal atmosphere in which you lived. In
the work of Celsus, De Medicina, a first century medical
treatise, we find incense prescribed for various conditions
including paralysis, hemorrhaging, and as an antidote to
hemlock.
Gary Baird

Frankincense was normally used straight as a product
that was burned on incense altars. So archaeologically
the evidence for frankincense use is the altars that they
burned it on. Frankincense was burned on altars from
the time of King Solomon on, and probably earlier than

Frankincense is a cleaning material; the smoke cleans
the air. In the temples people are crowded; they slaughter
many animals, and these places are liable to be polluted.
Yusuf Abdullah
Incense burners are always present at these
temples, identified in a variety of shapes, forms, and
decorations. In Arabia, it seems to have been used in all
the major temples that we know of. We have evidence
from adjacent countries where they are trading for
frankincense, and there we find out that frankincense is
used again in ritual context, as offerings to the gods and
goddesses worshipped by those different cultures.
William Glanzman
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Above: Restored ruins of the temple at
Wadi Rum.
Left: David Johnson at the temple at Wadi Rum.
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If you look at the temple of Jerusalem, for example,
the chief activity was effectively slaughtering animals.
And so just for the practical reason of wanting to
cover up the smell and keeping the temple a little more
pleasant, you’d want to burn lots of frankincense.
The Book of Revelation identifies the burning of
incense as the ascending of the prayers of the saints
unto God. It comes to
hold a symbolic role
in temple worship,
not only in Jerusalem,
but elsewhere in the
Mediterranean world.
Daniel Peterson

the medicinal benefits of frankincense for the treatment of
various maladies, including headaches and nausea. The
medicinal use of frankincense continued into the middle
ages where the great tenth century Persian physician,
Avicenna, recommended it for dysentery and fever.
Even today in Yemen, a beverage made from pounded
frankincense is thought to help reduce inflammation.

The incense altar
was to provide the
people the assurance
that their prayers were
ascending with the
incense to their god
and that hopefully they
would be acceptable.
Jacob Milgrom
In the fourth or fifth
century ad an eminent
Greek physician gave a
series of lectures extolling

Right: Bedouin tent in Wadi Rum.
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we know from various calculations that it should be in
the order of one to two thousand tons of frankincense.
This is a lot of frankincense. All at one event, one day,
one use, one whole year’s use of frankincense.
William Glanzman
Alexander was once chided by his tutor Leonidas
for his extravagant use of frankincense during sacrifices.
Leonidas told him that until he conquered Arabia, he must
use it sparingly. Alexander responded by sending Leonidas
an abundance of frankincense so he would not be so stingy
with the gods.

At the height of its industry, in the second century
ad, Southern Arabia was thought to have exported over
3,000 tons of incense annually to Greece and Rome to
satisfy their insatiable desire. The Greeks and Romans
found incense especially useful at their funerals not only
to appease the gods but also to cover the smell of the
cremation process. Pliny remarked that “Arabia’s good
fortune has been caused by the luxury of mankind even
in the hours of death.” Arabia does not produce so large a
quantity of perfume in a year as was burned in one day by
the Emperor Nero at the funeral of his consort, Popaea.
When we take a look at that quantity of frankincense,
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Incense altar in front of a statute of
Caesar Augustus.

With the deification of the Roman emperors after Augustus, incense would be burned in front of a statue of the
reigning emperor as if he were already a god. In 25 bc, a
Roman army marched into Arabia determined to seize the
wealthy incense lands for themselves, only to be thwarted
by hunger, thirst, sickness, and the betrayal of a local guide.
They returned defeated and dejected. The Roman army
learned first hand that obtaining and transporting the
frankincense was not a simple undertaking.

The Incense Trail
If frankincense was said to have come from the
bleeding of the tree, then the Incense Trail was the system
by which this life blood was circulated. The trail pulsated
with life as huge caravans traversed from one stop to the

The Queen of Sheba.
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next for almost 2,000 miles, traveling in large numbers for
safety and at night to diminish the threat of heat, drought,
and starvation. They moved northward across the Arabian
Peninsula where the frankincense would eventually reach
markets in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece, and Rome.
Roman and Greek sources tell us about where
frankincense was produced and how it was transported
from Dhofar to the Mediterranean Sea. There were two
routes: the sea route and the overland route. The sea
route ran from the production area to Qana and from
Qana to Shabwah. The overland route went from Dhofar
to Shabwah, then from Shabwah down to Timnah,
from Timnah to Marib, from Marib to Najran, and
from Najran the journey continued up to Gaza on the
Mediterranean Sea and also to Damascus.
Abdu Othman Ghaleb
That route probably was in existence, scholars believe
from a variety of lines of evidence, from the second
millennium bc onwards.
William Glanzman
After paganism was declared illegal in the Roman
Empire, the need for incense dropped, and the trade
essentially died from this part of the world. Cities like
Shabwah, which had survived on the incense trade,
simply ceased to exist.
Kent Brown
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The Christian faith initially did not use incense in
religious ceremonies; in fact, the use of incense was
banned by a number of the emperors in the period
between ad 350 and 450.
David Johnson
The decline in the practice of cremation further
diminished the demand for frankincense in Rome. These
changes, along with the decline in the Roman economy,
made frankincense an unaffordable luxury. As a result,
cities along the trail suffered. The culminating catastrophe
was the bursting of the Marib Dam, which effectively
destroyed southern Arabia’s prosperity.
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When the Marib dam collapsed it was devastating
to the local economy, reducing the capacity of the area
to sustain life. When you don’t have that kind of reliable,
fairly widely distributed agriculture then you have a
population shrinkage—a lack of economic resources to
sustain and outfit a caravan. So it really had a great deal
to do with the decline of the frankincense trail. You still
have reminisces of that dam even in Islamic lore, and the

Above left: Bedouin guide atop his jeep in Wadi
Rum.
Above Right: Kelly Mecham and Brian Wilcox ﬁlm
the south pier of the Marib Dam, Yemen.
Far left: The Treasury at Petra.
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Koran. It was a tremendous project; it made areas of the
desert blossom that had not blossomed before and did
not blossom afterward.
Daniel Peterson
You could compare it to the fall of Rome for classical
European civilization, or the fall of Jerusalem with the
Babylon conquest for Old Testament civilization. It had a
number of far reaching effects and was a turning point in
the history of the whole region. Many Yemenis, southern
Arabs, could no longer engage in commerce, and literally
thousands of these, within their tribal context, fled the
area and generally went north into north Arabia or into
the Fertile Crescent.
Arnold Green
But the incense trail was never completely abandoned.
Others would continue to travel upon it. Even today
countless numbers of Muslims parallel the ancient incense
route on their Hajj or pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca.
With the rise of Islam the incense trail acquired an
additional dimension. Pilgrims who would come from
the Mediterranean would start at Damascus and go
southward along the frankincense route to Mecca. This
became the pilgrimage route from India, Pakistan, or
Persia; others would sail to Aden and then travel along
the frankincense route northward to Mecca.
Arnold Green

Water channel at the south pier of the Marib
Dam, Yemen.
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In its days of glory, frankincense meant many things
to different people. For some it was a status symbol, for
others a sacred necessity or a substance of healing. It is no
wonder that it was included as one of the precious gifts the
Magi presented to the infant Jesus.
Though frankincense was the reason for the amazing
Arabian trail, much more than incense was transported
across it: The ideas, philosophies, and culture of the Arab
peoples were exported to other regions of the world,
including advancements in medicine, mathematics,
astronomy, and many other scientific fields, creating
a major new synthesis of science and culture. Their
inventions included algebra, a cure for smallpox, and
the use of checks instead of cash to pay for goods. These
and many other contributions laid the foundation for the
European Renaissance.
The story of the ancient trail, this golden road, is one
that speaks of the genius of the Arab people who found
within their land a hidden treasure and went to great
lengths to obtain and market it throughout the world. It
is a story of overcoming one’s environment, of cooperative
effort, of sustained determination.
It is a drama whose players included scientists and
mystics, kings and rulers, and some of the world’s greatest
entrepreneurs who together created the wonder known as
the Incense Trail.
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Adam Lisonbee.
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